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Tämän Pro gradu –tutkielman aiheena ovat kulttuuri-integraatio ja kulttuuri-identiteetin 
muutos. Aihetta tutkitaan päähenkilö luutnantti John J. Dunbarin hahmon kautta Micha-
el Blaken kirjoittamassa romaanissa Dances With Wolves. Tarinassa amerikkalainen 
armeijan upseeri kohtaa komanši-intiaaniheimon Amerikan sisällissodan aikana (1861-
1865) ja päätyy liittymään heimon jäseneksi. Temaattisesti tarina kertoo kulttuurien 
välisestä viestinnästä, joka johtaa kulttuuri-integraatioon.  
 
Tutkielmassa perehdytään siihen, mitä luutnantti Dunbarin kulttuuri-identiteetille tapah-
tuu tarinassa, kuinka lukija voi seurata muutosprosessia ja mitkä ovat pääelementtejä, 
jotka positiivisesti myötävaikuttavat päähenkilön kulttuuri-integraatioon. Tutkielmassa 
hyödynnetään useita kirjallisuuden, yhteiskuntatieteiden ja kulttuurien välisen viestin-
nän teorioita ja menetelmiä. Identiteetin kehitys ymmärretään G.H. Meadin vuorovaiku-
tusteorian (Lahikainen 2013) kautta. Stuart Hallin (2003) näkökulmat kulttuurin 
määrittelemisessä ovat keskeisiä. Èmile Durkheimin teoriat auttavat havaitsemaan ja 
selittämään romaanissa esiintyviä kulttuurisia rituaaleja (Collins 1994). Kulttuurisym-
boleja, rituaaleja ja päähenkilön tuntemuksia kuuluvuudesta tiettyyn kulttuuriin tutki-
taan suhteessa hänen kulttuuri-integraatioprosessiinsa sisällönanalyysin avulla.  
 
Analyysista käy ilmi, että John Dunbarin kulttuuri-identiteetti muuttuu valkoisesta, 
amerikkalaisupseerista komanši-intiaaniksi ja hänen identiteetin etsintäänsä voidaan 
seurata kulttuurisymbolien käsittelyn, kulttuurisiin rituaaleihin osallistumisen ja hänen 
omien kulttuuriin kuuluvuuden tuntemustensa kautta. Selittäviä syitä kulttuurien välisen 
viestinnän aloittamiseen ja jatkumiseen Dunbarin ja komanšien välillä ovat molemmin-
puolinen kiinnostus sekä vallitseva sosiaalinen tilanne. Kulttuuri-integraatiota tukevat 
ympäristötekijöistä kulttuurin vastaanottavaisuus, alhainen mukautumispaine sekä ko-
konaisvaltainen ”kieli- ja kulttuurikylpy” (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005; Maude 2011). 
Sisäisistä syistä voidaan mainita valmius muutokseen (Kim 2001).  
 
Suomen Opetushallitus valmistelee uutta perusopetuksen opetussuunnitelmaa, joka tu-
lee voimaan syksyllä 2016. Globaalikasvatuksen rooli on siinä edellistä tärkeämmässä 
osassa. Jotta globaalikasvatusta voidaan tehokkaasti tarjota kouluissa, on elintärkeää 
löytää yhteyksiä oppiaineiden ja globaalikasvatuksen aiheiden välillä. Blaken romaania 
Dances With Wolves voidaan tarkastella ihmisoikeuksien, kulttuurienvälisyyden tai ym-
päristökasvatuksen näkökulmasta.  
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The topic of this thesis is cultural integration and cultural identity transformation. The 
topic is explored through the case study of Lieutenant John J. Dunbar in Michael 
Blake’s novel Dances With Wolves. It is a story about an American army officer who 
makes contact with a Comanche Indian tribe during the American Civil War (1861-
1865) and ends up joining the tribe himself. It is a story about cross-cultural communi-
cation leading to cultural integration.  
 
The thesis explores what happens to Lieutenant John J. Dunbar in the course of the nov-
el, how a reader can follow the changes that take place in the main character and what 
the key factors that contribute to Dunbar’s cultural integration are. A mixture of literary, 
sociological and cross-cultural communication theories as well as methods are applied 
in the thesis. Identity development is understood through G.H. Mead’s interaction theo-
ry (Lahikainen 2013). Stuart Hall’s (2003) perspectives on culture are central. Èmile 
Durkheim’s theories help to discover and explain cultural rituals in the novel (Collins 
1994). Cultural symbols, rituals and the main character’s reflections of belonging are 
studied through content analysis in relation to the main character’s cultural integration 
process. 
 
The main results of the analysis are that John Dunbar undergoes a cultural identity 
transformation from a white American army officer into a Comanche Indian, and his 
identity search can be observed through his use of cultural symbols, participation in 
cultural rituals and his reflection of belonging to a culture. The cross-cultural communi-
cation between Dunbar and the Comanche can be credited to mutual motivation and the 
social situation. The cultural integration was mainly aided by environmental and inter-
nal factors such as host receptiveness, low host conformity pressure, preparedness for 
change (Kim 2001) and full immersion in language and cultural learning (Hofstede & 
Hofstede 2005; Maude 2011).  
 
The Finnish Board of Education is preparing a new curriculum for primary education 
which will be introduced in schools in August 2016. Global education has an even more 
highlighted role there than in the present curriculum. For global education to be suc-
cessfully offered in schools, it is vital to find connections between existing curriculum 
subjects and global education issues. The novel Dances With Wolves can be studied in 
connection to human rights, environmental and cross-cultural education. 
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1 DEVELOPING CULTURAL AWARENESS THROUGH FILMS 
 
The Oscar-winning film version of Dances With Wolves made a great impression on me 
as a youth. The wide landscapes and the magical music were compelling. And then 
there was the harmony in the wilderness. The magic has not faded even today. The story 
comes back to me in meditations on cross-cultural communication, language learning, 
sustainable development, ecology, and immigration policies. It has shown to be a source 
of great inspiration on multiple themes. This thesis will concentrate on one of the as-
pects: The story is greatly satisfying case of a stranger coming into a welcoming com-
munity and eventually becoming a part of the community.  
 
1.1 Background to the study 
There is a new national curriculum for primary education in Finland under preparation 
as I am writing this thesis. The updated curriculum will come into effect in 2016. One 
of the changes that will be seen in the updated curriculum is the even more highlighted 
importance of global education compared to the present curriculum. During the new 
curriculum planning the Ministry of Education launched a 3-year project to develop the 
quality and effectiveness of global education (Lampinen & Melén-Paatso, eds. 2009, 
10). In the project ‘global education’ referred to the growth of an individual to take up 
global responsibility in solving challenges and problems shared by the entire humanity. 
Global education offered in schools can be further divided into human rights education, 
environmental education, peace education, multicultural education, media education, 
and so on. Global education is not an additional curriculum subject but it is embedded 
in each of the seven themes, on which the foundations of curriculum planning are laid 
on. These themes are:  
 
1) Growing as a human being  
2) Cultural identity and internationality  
3) Communication and media skills 
4) Active citizenship and entrepreneurship  
5) Responsibility for the environment and sustainable development  
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6) Safety, traffic and wellbeing, and 
7) A human being, society and technology 
(Kivistö, ed. 2010, 18.) 
 
 
This thesis concentrates on cultural identity which is one of the entities in the second 
theme. Children are taught about the Finnish history, culture and traditions. They are 
taught why we celebrate Finnish independence on the sixth of December. They are also 
taught about different peoples and cultures. This is done in order to increase their 
awareness of the world and who they are, as well as to help them develop a wider un-
derstanding of the world than they would through the stimuli they get in their daily life 
(Kivistö, ed. 2010, 8).  
 
Children need to be educated about cultural diversity, observing and appreciating differ-
ences in people who come from various backgrounds. The presence of school mates 
from immigrant families is a testing stone for cultural understanding and accepting dif-
ferences. Laughing at poor Finnish skills or name-calling are some of the forms that 
students’ ignorant, prejudiced or racist attitudes take in school. There is an immediate 
need and context where students need global education so that they can grow up to be 
people who respect others, who identify themselves as global citizens equal to anyone 
else in this world and who share global concerns and responsibilities. 
 
Using a fictional novel in class to teach important lessons about cultural diversity is a 
good idea for educators to note. Fairytales and folktales have been used throughout his-
tory to teach about the good and the bad, right and wrong. Studying cultural representa-
tions in novels, especially in colonial and postcolonial novels, is a well-established field 
in literature studies. Educating students through watching and discussing films is also a 
method widely used. Hopefully the educational use of films in the Finnish schools will 
increase and will be used more effectively along with the recently published guide for 
film education titled “Elokuvakasvatuksen opas” edited by Marjo Kovanen et al. (2014). 
Especially young learners are not equipped to receive any theoretical findings on the 
sociological phenomena related to cultural issues, but a good story can convey them 
plenty on cross-cultural understanding or respecting other people. Educators first need 
to feel the urgency to teach children to be culturally aware and then be systematic in 
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offering pupils such literature and films where they can learn about cultural diversity 
and assisting them in discovering the central lessons to learn. Analyzing Dances With 
Wolves is a process of finding lessons that this novel could teach about interacting with 
persons from other cultures. 
 
One practical challenge for educators is to see the connection between global education 
and the existing curriculum subjects so that global education can become integrated in 
all subjects instead of being received as an additional task that schools are obliged to 
take; a task that is often seen as stealing away time from learning basic skills. Many 
non-governmental organizations are doing a good job in making lesson plans for teach-
ers about various global education topics which are integrated into curriculum subjects 
and specific themes. Another challenge is that global education is as a synonym for the 
previously used internationality education (‘kansainvälisyyskasvatus’ in Finnish) which 
is often diminished to mean international mobility, instead of having a much broader 
understanding including questions of global responsibility (Lampinen & Melén-Paaso, 
eds. 2009, 13). 
 
Pirjo West (2010, 94) suggests analyzing films as one way to effectively teach students 
about cultures. She writes that a film can bring the world before the students’ eyes for a 
moment. They can learn more about the world through films, which are fictional repre-
sentations of the world with real sound and picture, than their everyday experiences can 
offer them. West (Ibid., 92-94) particularly recommends studying the euro-centricity of 
films and how the “others” are represented or faded away, as in Jane Austin’s “Pride 
and Prejudice” where the events are based in the English countryside during colonial 
times but there is no other hint of the outside world except for Chinese wallpaper in one 
dining room. Analyzing films or television series critically in regard to representing 
cultures is a way to teach students about the power of media and that entertainment is 
not only innocent pastime but it carries ideologies that a viewer should be aware of 
(Ibid., 95). 
 
Studying the cultural identity transformation of the main character in the novel places 
Dances With Wolves in the genre of developmental novels also known as bildungsro-
man in literature studies. Characteristic to a developmental novel is that it describes the 
unique development of a person and the process of identity formation (Palin 1991, 125). 
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Furthermore, according to Mihail Bahtin (1895-1975) a novel needs to be “a bilingual 
microcosmos” where the significant social and ideological views of the time period are 
present (Ibid., 133). Dances with Wolves is a story about an American army officer who 
makes contact with a Comanche Indian tribe during the American Civil War (1861-
1865) and ends up joining the tribe himself. It is a journey of one man to search for his 
identity in the culturally, socially and politically polarized era in the American history, 
where the Northern and the Southern states disagreed on the question of slavery and the 
situation escalated into a civil war. Although John Dunbar represents the North who 
wanted to abolish slavery in the entire country, and the recognition of human rights for 
the black slaves had increased, interaction between the Indians and the whites was not 
very civilized and neither were their perceptions of each other.  
 
1.2 Plot overview of Dances With Wolves 
Dances With Wolves is a novel written by Michael Blake in 1988. It was made famous 
by Kevin Costner’s Oscar-winning film adaptation in 1990. The main characters in the 
novel are: 
 
John J. Dunbar A U.S. Army officer who makes contact with the Comanche. 
Kicking Bird The holy man of the Comanche who takes Dunbar as his 
protégée when Dunbar is introduced to the tribe. Kicking 
Bird is also the father of Stands With A Fist. 
Stands With A Fist A white American born woman, whose family was killed by 
the Pawnee when she was a child. She was found from the 
Prairie and Kicking Bird raised her as his daughter. 
Wind In His Hair A Comanche warrior who was the best friend of Stands With 
A Fist’s late husband. He also becomes a good friend to 
Dunbar. 
Ten Bears The chief of the Comanche tribe, who has fought against the 
Spanish and the Mexicans who have tried to invade the Co-
manche land. 
Stone Calf An elder, who Dunbar goes to seek help from when he has 
questions about the Comanche and their ways. 
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The events of the novel Dances With Wolves take place during the American Civil War 
in 1863 to 1864. Lieutenant John Dunbar is injured and waiting to have one foot ampu-
tated. He refuses to wait and returns to the battlefield where the two armies are lying in 
trenches on opposite ends of a field. The battle is standing still and no-one seems to 
know what is going on. Dunbar decides to break the silence, takes a horse and rides 
across to the Confederate line and makes them begin shooting. What was meant to be a 
suicide attempt from a man, who would have preferred death to amputation, becomes a 
heroic act for which he is awarded. Dunbar gets to select his post and chooses to see the 
frontier. He is posted to Fort Sedgewick, a remote army fort on the edge of the great 
prairies. By the time he arrives there, the fort had been abandoned by soldiers who were 
starving. The survivors had gone off to get help. Dunbar and his horse were left alone at 
the fort. Although alone, he takes his duty seriously and begins cleaning up the fort and 
making diary entries about his observations at and around the fort. 
 
Soon Dunbar begins having the Comanche Indians for visits at the Fort and Dunbar is 
also invited to the Indian village. There is a language barrier hindering their communi-
cation but the Comanches are destined to find out what this white soldier is doing there 
in the Comanche land, as they call it. Dunbar first takes these talks with the Comanches 
as his duty and as “negotiations” where he is gathering information for the army. While 
no troops arrive at the Fort, the relationship between Dunbar and the Comanches devel-
ops into a friendship and he falls in love with the interpreter, Stands With A Fist, who is 
a white lady captured by the Comanches as a young girl and has since lived with the 
tribe.  
 
Dunbar begins changing his army uniform into Comanche attire as the Indians trade 
their accessories with his clothes, learns the Comanche language, gets his own tipi in 
the village and begins spending more time there than at the Fort. Finally Dunbar does 
not want to return to the Fort anymore, wants to desert the army, and marries Stands 
With A Fist. As the tribe is preparing to move camp for the winter, Dunbar remembers 
his diary was left at the Fort and returns to fetch it. Meanwhile the U.S. Army troops 
have arrived at the Fort and capture the white Indian Dunbar who is now treated as a 
traitor. When questioned, Dunbar speaks only Comanche to the army officers and de-
clares he is a Comanche and his name is Dances With Wolves. The Comanche warriors 
come to save Dunbar when he is being transported from the Fort and Dunbar takes part 
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in fighting against the U.S. Army soldiers and kills a man. Together with the warriors 
he returns to the Indian camp but chooses to leave the tribe with his wife in order to 
protect them. He is an outlaw and an army traitor now. The army will be looking for 





















2 EXPLORING CULTURAL IDENTITY TRANSFORMATION 
 
The novel Dances With Wolves is conceptually based on the encounter of two opposing 
groups. The white Americans might have named these groups the civilized Americans 
and the wild Indians. The basic setup in the novel offers elements such as prejudice, 
“othering”, and inter-group relations to be taken under the looking glass. However, in 
the absence of other white Americans besides John Dunbar for most of the novel, study-
ing the relationship between these two groups lacks enough evidence. Therefore this 
thesis will concentrate on studying the encounter between John Dunbar and the Coman-
che Indians.  
 
In the story John Dunbar, a U.S. Army officer, makes contact with the Comanche Indi-
ans on the frontier next to the Indian lands where he has been posted in 1863 during the 
American Civil War. His diplomatic negotiations with the tribe turn into a friendship 
and by the end of the story he claims to be a Comanche himself. The research problem 
of this thesis could be formulated as the possibilities of undergoing a transformation in a 
person’s cultural identity. Cultural identities are often based on ethnicity and ethnicity is 
a given element in a person’s identity. No one can choose the colour of his skin. How 
can a white man acquire a Native American identity? This is the question John Dunbar 
struggles with in his identity search and it is the key issue that this thesis concentrates 
on exploring.  
 
The research questions that this thesis aims to answer are: 
1) What happens to Lieutenant John J. Dunbar in terms of his cultural identity in the 
course of the novel? 
2) How can the changes that Dunbar undergoes be followed by a reader? 
3) What are the key elements that contribute to Dunbar’s cultural integration? 
 
As the thesis aims to explore the topic of cultural identity transformation in relation to 
the novel Dances With Wolves, the questions of what is culture, cultural identity and 
how can a person integrate into a new culture are brought under discussion. The story of 
John Dunbar offers an example of how cultural integration can take place. At the same 
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time it offers a mirror to our own society and poses the question of how we receive 
strangers into our communities and into our society. Eventually the question is also 
whether a stranger can become one of us and share our cultural identity. 
 
































3 DATA COLLECTION AND METHODOLOGY 
 
The text in the novel “Dances with Wolves” written by Michael Blake functions as pri-
mary data for this thesis. As secondary or supporting data I have used the film version 
directed by Kevin Costner. The text includes third person narration, dialogue and diary 
entries of John Dunbar, the main character. Attention in the analysis is given to all of 
these textual dimensions. 
 
3.1 Data selection 
This research process began with the data. I wanted to explore the cross-cultural themes 
in the novel Dances With Wolves. In the beginning the themes of cross-cultural com-
munication and cultural identity were the guiding topics of interest. Passages related to 
these topics, where they concern the main character, were selected for a closer analysis. 
In a later stage the concept of belonging became a more defining one for the whole the-
sis which led to some reselection of references in the novel. Finally the references were 
divided into groups according to their theme in order to organize the data into a logical 
and more comprehensible form. Recognizing cultural symbols and rituals was a chal-
lenge considering their broad definitions, and the passages selected can only serve as 
examples instead of an exhausted listing.  
 
3.2 Considerations between the novel and the film  
Although the film is quite a faithful adaptation of the novel, there are some differences. 
In respect to form, the film is organized in content order where it follows the order of 
events chronologically. However, the novel follows a form order, which means that it 
may jump in time. (Montgomery et al. 2000, 211.) The only difference in the order of 
presentation between the two is that the novel begins from the journey to the prairie. 
The events before this come later as Dunbar is remembering how he was posted to Fort 
Sedgewick. There are also some details and events in the novel which are left out or 
changed in the film. For instance, the tribe in the novel is Comanche and in the film 
they are Sioux. This was done for practical reasons as they wanted the actors in the film 
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to speak a genuine language, so they had to change the tribe into one that still has a liv-
ing language and speakers who can train the actors. There is also a sexual scene added 
in the film which is not found in the novel. When the Pawnee attack the Comanche vil-
lage, in the film Dunbar and Stands With A Fist’s love-making is interrupted. In the 
novel they are sleeping in different tipis during the intrusion. Following the Aristotelian 
principles of an effective drama and the recipe to making a successful Hollywood film, 
some appropriations have also been done in relation to the characters (Hiltunen 2005). 
Dunbar’s character is a chain-smoker in the novel, but the hero is made healthier and as 
such more likable in the film. Likewise, the tribe is made more likable and easier to re-
late to for the film audience as they are less savage in the film. However, these differ-
ences should not be very relevant to the topic of this thesis. The research questions 
could be studied using either of the versions, novel or film, and both would produce the 
same outcomes.  
 
In a teaching context analyzing the film with students might be a more plausible way to 
familiarize one with the story instead of each student reading the novel where the stu-
dents’ level of English might be a hindrance as well as the required amount of time and 
motivation for completing the task. However, due to violence and explicit sexual con-
tent, Dances With Wolves is classified PG13, which means it is “suitable for general 
viewing but some scenes may be unsuitable for young children” (British Board of Film 
Classification). The novel or the film could be used in high school and definitely in fur-
ther and adult education. Clips or passages of certain cross-cultural encounters could be 
used as examples also in primary education. 
 
3.3 Source criticism 
The novel Dances With Wolves is set during a historical time period, The American 
Civil War (1861-1865). Michael Blake wrote the story of the American army officer 
who makes contact with Indians and then joins them based on a story of a real historical 
character. However, all the details in the story are a work of fiction. This needs to be 
kept in mind throughout the cultural analysis. The Comanches are a real Native Ameri-
can tribe but their depiction in the novel is not entirely based on historical facts. There-
fore, this work of fiction is not to be held as a history book. The story could be used to 
arouse students’ interest towards history although it does not tell much of the American 
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Civil War. General Grant, who was a real-life commander of the Union forces, is men-
tioned in the novel. 
 
The greatest criticism that Roger Ebert (1990, online movie review) makes is that the 
contact between Dunbar and the Comanches is not realistic. It is a utopia in which a 
white man of that time is genuinely interested in a Native American culture. In reality 
“the dominant American culture was nearsighted, incurious and racist, and saw the Indi-
ans as a race of ignorant, thieving savages, fit to be shot on sight”. This description fits 
all the other white men in the story apart from Dunbar who is truly a civilized man. 
 
Given that the events are not representing history correctly, it is precisely this reinter-
pretation of historical events that can open a new perspective to discuss and re-evaluate 
the course of history. What is important for the topic of this thesis is that there are two 
distinctly different cultures which function as mirrors to each other and trigger a cultural 
identity search for the main character.  Similarly, they can function as a mirror to any 
reader’s or viewer’s culture. Also the analysis on cultural symbols is not invalidated by 
historical lack of compatibility, it is an analysis based on the fictional novel and the cul-
ture depicted in it.    
 
3.4 Methodology 
In order to find out what happens in the novel on the macro-level, I will first use two 
literary devices which can be used to analyze the structure of the storyline. The first is 
the Aristotelian structure of classical drama, which has been used in theatre as an ideal 
way of organizing a play since the days of Aristotle (Hiltunen 2005, 13). The idea was 
first coined by Aristotle and has been since “rediscovered” by Disney film studios, John 
Grisham and other bestseller authors (Ibid.). The structure of classical drama is present-
ed in Figure 1. A storyline must have a beginning, a middle and an end along which 
action follows a certain formula. The climax of the play is set at the golden ratio where 
the action reaches its most intense point. After that it is time for the resolution and con-
clusion of the play.  
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FIGURE 1. The structure of classical drama. (Hiltunen 2005, 195)  
 
According to Hiltunen (2005), Hollywood films also follow the structure of classical 
drama. He calls this structure one element in “the anatomy of a success story”. The oth-
er elements are connected to the Aristotelian idea of “oikeia hedone”, the Greek term 
for “the right enjoyment” which is created by offering the audience certain kinds of 
emotional experiences (Ibid., 13). Film scripts are usually divided into three acts. In 
Figure 2., the structures of classical drama and Hollywood films are laid on top of each 
other. They share the same storyline of intensifying action from the beginning up to the 
climax after which action settles down and the story reaches its solution at the end. The 
addition that Hollywood films have in the structure compared to classical drama, is that 
there are two set places in the structure for a turning point in the plot; the first is set to-
wards the end of the first act (marked with an x in Figure 2.) and the second is set to-
wards the end of the second act. (Ibid., 196.) 
 
 
FIGURE 2. A combination of the structure of classical drama and Hollywood films. 
(Hiltunen 2005, 197) 
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The second literary device is a narrative arc introduced in “Ways of Reading” (Mont-
gomery et al 2000: 216). Narratives are usually about change. In a typical narrative 
there is a lack or disruption which is restored or resolved so that there can be a happy or 
a satisfactory ending. Examples of a lack and its restoration include a family member 
leaving home and the family reuniting in the end. The lack can also be a personal one 
where the hero is first ignorant and then gains wisdom or is in isolation and then finds a 
community. (Ibid.) In other words a narrative arc can be summarized in a human need 
that needs to be fulfilled. 
 
For data analysis on the micro-level, I will use content analysis in dialogue with concep-
tual explanations and interpretations. The data is screened for content that involves cul-
tural symbols, rituals and Dunbar’s reflections of belonging. Observing these elements 
will reveal the process of Dunbar’s cultural identity transformation and cultural integra-
tion.   
 
The organization of this thesis is the following: first I will explore theoretical concepts 
of what culture, cultural identity, cultural symbols and rituals are. Then I will look at 
ideas from several authors on the key elements in cross-cultural communication and 
cultural integration. In the analysis I will first describe the Comanche culture, cultural 
symbols, rituals and practices which can be observed in the novel.  To answer the first 
research question, “What happens to Lieutenant John J. Dunbar in terms of his cultural 
identity in the course of the novel?”, I will trace what happens in the novel on the mac-
ro-level by using the two literary devices that reveal the central themes and events in the 
novel through a structural analysis as well as looking at what the diary entries of John 
Dunbar in the novel reveal through content analysis. After this the analysis will move 
onto the micro-level to answer the second research question, “How can the changes that 
Dunbar undergoes be followed by a reader?”, where the treatment of cultural symbols 
and rituals in the novel are studied in relation to what happens to the main character by 
using content analysis.  
 
The orientation in answering the two first research questions is descriptive and 
ethnometodological, where as the third question seeks to find conceptual explanations 
to the phenomenon of the cultural transformation in the novel. To answer the third re-
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search question, “What are the key elements that contribute to Dunbar’s cultural inte-
gration?”, I will analyze the elements that contributed to Dunbar’s cultural integration 
and cultural identity transformation by using different cross-cultural communication 
theories supported by social theories. Finally, I will discuss the implications of this 






















4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
4.1 Defining culture 
Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) define culture as the ”software of the mind”. Culture is 
not genetically in us, it is socially acquired from our environment. Culture comprises of 
the patterns of thinking, feeling and potential acting that have mostly been learned in 
early childhood when a person is most prone to learning new things (Ibid., 2). However, 
unlike computers, people are only partially programmed and do have the ability to 
change their behavior from the culturally expected patterns (Ibid., 3). Hofstede and 
Hofstede describe the mental programming with a pyramid where human nature is at the 
base (see figure 3.). It is inherited and shared by all people universally. The central level 
of the pyramid is culture which is learned and shared only by a particular group of peo-
ple. At the top of the pyramid there is personality which is both inherited and learned, 
and is specific to each individual. Hofstede (2001, 10) sums up that ”Culture is to a hu-
man collective what personality is to an individual”, constantly evolving and dynamic. 
 
FIGURE 3. Levels of mental programming. 
 
Although the levels are clearly defined in the figure, in reality it is not so easy to distin-
guish whether a particular behavior is due to human nature, culture or personality (Salo-
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Lee 1996, 10). When comparing cultures, Hofstede and Hofstede (ibid., 7) also present 
a useful figure to explain the differences between cultures. In Figure 4. cultures are 
comprised like onions; on the surface we see symbols, next there are heroes, then rituals 
and at the core there are values. Practices are what surge through all the three top layers 
and can be observed by an outsider. However, the cultural meaning of the practices is 
not clear to an outsider (Ibid., 8). Symbols, such as meaning-carrying words, gestures, 
pictures or objects are easiest to observe. They can also change with time and that is 
why they are on the surface layer. Cultural heroes are exemplary persons for members 
of a cultural community. “Rituals are collective activities, technically superfluous to 
reaching desired ends, but within a culture are considered as socially essential. They are 
therefore carried out for their own sake.” These include the way we greet each other, 
discourse, how we use language, how respect is paid to others, and the kind of ceremo-
nies we have, for instance many religious ceremonies including baptism, wedding, and 
funeral.  Values are placed at the very core of the onion because they are the most diffi-
cult ones to observe in a culture. Hofstede and Hofstede define values as “broad tenden-
cies to prefer certain states of affairs over others”. These tendencies are represented in 
dichotomies such as evil vs. good, dirty vs. clean, forbidden vs. permitted, decent vs. 
indecent, and so on. (Ibid.)  
 
 
FIGURE 4. Manifestations of culture. 
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As defined by Stuart Hall (2003), culture is a system of shared meanings used by people 
belonging to the same community, group or nation in order to make sense of the world. 
It is the shared meanings that give people the feeling of belonging in some culture, cre-
ates a bond, a feeling of a shared identity and belonging to a community. Our identity 
can be expressed in other words as “who we are” or “where we belong”. (Ibid., 85.) A 
community can therefore be defined as a group of people who share a common culture. 
 
Furthermore, the conventional understanding of culture includes that: 
1. Cultures are stable and unchanging, historical 
2. All people sharing a culture are alike 
3. Cultures are distinctively separate formations 
4. Differentiating one culture from another increases group solidarity (‘us’) and main-
tains an experienced difference in relation to other cultures (‘them’). (Hall 2003, 86.) 
 
This understanding of culture has been heavily criticized. Rather than a scientific de-
scription of culture it is a collection of human assumptions where we prefer to group 
things into boxes so they become easier for us to handle. Cultures are systems of shared 
meanings that are socially constructed and also socially reconstructed. Meanings change 
over time. Anyone who studies the history of his own people far enough will have to 
admit that the differences in culture now and before is not only the technological differ-
ence between a V6 engine and a horse. Culture, its symbols, practices, values and also 
heroes change with time.  Recognizing individual differences in the understanding of 
cultural meanings is also important. The idea that all people sharing one culture are 
alike is an overgeneralization and perhaps a common claim from someone who does not 
know or does not want to know another culture more closely. Cultures are not separate 
formations. Maybe it would be easier to think of them as such but in reality the bounda-
ries between cultures are invisible. Cultures are not stable and unchanging as was al-
ready established. They also get constant influences from around and change form. 
What is included in a culture also depends on who is defining it. Individuals have dif-
ferent understandings and national cultures can also have regional differences.  
 
However for the sake of our case study this conventional understanding is crucial to 
acknowledge because it captures the thinking that seems to have been prevalent in the 
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society described in the novel Dances With Wolves. The Indians are living among their 
own tribes and protecting their territory from enemy tribes. A peasant as well as an ar-
my officer in the white society fears and despises the Indians and avoids contact with 
them. None of the characters in the novel seem to know an Indian personally and it is 
not very clear whether they are familiar with the ways of different Indian tribes. They 
seemed to think of all tribes, whether a Pawnee or a Comanche, as just Indians who are 
savages.  
 
The novel reflects a 19
th
 century understanding of culture, where culture is synonymous 
with Western civilization and all other civilizations are either savages or barbarians but 
are yet underdeveloped in their ways to reach the highest form of civilization (Jandt 
2013, 6). It is a very ethnocentric and also unscientific view on culture. Cultures seem 
to be separate formations never interacting with other, practicing their ancestral rituals 
and remaining static. Although, in the novel there is a change that the Comanches are 
anticipating. The elderly ones have experienced the intrusion of the Spanish and the 
Mexicans into the Indian lands and now the presence of Lieutenant Dunbar makes them 
ask what their future holds and how many white men are coming. The Great Spirit has 
given messages to them that their traditional lifestyle on the prairie is under threat. 
 
Words as such do not have an absolute meaning but meanings are given to them by the 
speakers. Similarly,   in cultures people give meanings to events, practices, rituals and 
relationships. An individual cannot change the meaning because the system is a collec-
tive social construction. However, from a historical perspective cultures as well as lan-
guages are constantly evolving and changing. Meanings are not fixed but can change 
from one context to another. They can also gain new meanings in different contexts and 
with time other meanings can become outdated. As with languages, cultural meanings 
are open to interpretation and are never fully understood rather our messages are under-
stood as approximations of the intended meaning. (Hall 2003, 89.) 
 
Along the same line Lustig and Koester (2006, 25) define culture in the following way: 
“Culture is a learned set of shared interpretations about beliefs, values, norms, and 
social practices, which affect the behaviors of a relatively large group of people.” 
This understanding includes that culture is learned, it forms a basis for communication 
and it affects our behavior. They also add that “cultures exist in the minds of people, not 
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in external or tangible objects or behaviours” (Ibid.). Culture as such does not exist 
without a person practicing it. Although culture is in the mind, it is exhibited through 
the way we live. Bourdieu calls this habitus, the habits learned through primary sociali-
zation, which are based on principles derived from societal class structure (Purhonen & 
Roos eds. 2006, 241). Habitus is constructed by the social environment where an indi-
vidual grows up, and reciprocally it also reproduces social structures (Purhonen & Roos 
eds. 2006, 248). People from different cultural backgrounds have learned the habitus 
which reflects their particular cultures. (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1995; Purhonen & Roos, 
eds. 2006.) Although Bourdieu’s idea of habitus as the embodiment of culture is a very 
complex one, on a practical level a similar idea is presented in Hofstede’s “onion-
diagram” (Figure 4.). Even values, which are difficult to observe as such, are exhibited 
through practices.  
 
4.2 Place as a cultural system 
According to Hall (2003), the idea of place as a cultural system was first presented by 
Gillian Rose. We locate culture to places mainly in two ways. Firstly by thinking of 
concrete places and how they act as the foundation on which cultures have developed. 
Until recently it was believed that a concrete place is crucial when talking of any cul-
ture. However with the emergence of the modern communication systems, new com-
munities sharing their own culture can be developed via internet around a common in-
terest such as fans of a certain television program or opera lovers. The members of the 
community have never met face to face in a concrete place and there is no need for that. 
Their interaction takes place online. Shared systems of meaning can also be preserved 
even when physical distance increases greatly. Hall gives examples of many migrant 
groups such as the Sicilians in New York or the Orthodox Jews in Europe who fight to 
keep their traditions alive in a location that is remote from their origins. (Hall 2003, 91.) 
 
Secondly place is a cultural system as a sort of “symbolic guarantee of cultural unity” 
(Ibid., 92). It guarantees the continuality of a certain community in a certain place be-
cause they have inhabited the place throughout years. Hall points out that despite the 
fact that there are groups that do not inhabit the same place from one generation to the 
next this concept of a place, getting married and settling down close to our relatives is 
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still tightly fixed together with the concept of culture in our minds and how culture is 
preserved. (Ibid.) 
 
People intuitively connect places to having certain characteristics and a culture. Places 
are pictured as communities with specific characteristics, culture, traditions, and lan-
guage. English expressions such as ‘a sense of place’, ‘no place like home’ and ‘out of 
place’ amply exemplify this. (Massey 2003, 51.) However, this traditional understand-
ing of the connection between place and culture is challenged by globalization as trade 
and movement of people seem to be breaking the order of separate communities each 
having their own special characteristics, and bringing in foreign influences. Cultural 
diaspora also causes for cultures to be found in the “wrong” places and not in their 
“original” places. (Hall 2003, 106.) The expectation of finding a certain culture in a 
certain place also implies that we do not expect to find familiarity in a foreign place. 
 
Belonging to a place is understood in various ways. The idea that a person’s identity is 
fixed to a physical place is referred to as territorialization (Malkki 2012, 25). The gen-
eral Western understanding of belonging to a place involves owning the land. Australian 
aboriginals, for instance, have the idea of belonging to a place, but owning the land is 
not a part of the idea. The understanding of their place in the universe is geographical, 
tied to rocks, paths, sand dunes and mountains. The place and people’s belonging there 
is absolute and eternal in these kinds of cultures. (Massey 2003, 56.) This was one of 
the central cultural differences that led to the destruction of the North American Indians. 
The Indians belong in the land whereas white people think land belongs to people. The 
Indians lived off the land and on the land, they belonged there but they did not have any 
official documents to prove that the land belonged to them and that they therefore had a 
right to live there and use the land for hunting, fishing, and roaming around. The Co-
manche Indians in the novel are nomads. They do not construct their homes on a certain 
plot. Instead they take their homes with them as they move according to seasons. They 
call the area “Comanche land” and live there as a tight-knit community without dividing 
the territory further among themselves, for instance between families, unlike the white 




The term ’community’ has been long used in sociology and was first used to describe 
how people lived in pre-modern times. With the rise of virtual communities the term has 
returned to use and is synonymous to ‘network’. (Hoey 2007, 399.) When sociologists 
began studying society, Ferdinand Tönnies separated the term ‘community’ 
(gemeinschaft) from ‘society’ (gesellschaft). For him gemeinschaft was the genuine and 
natural form of people living together whereas gesellschaft was only the coexistence of 
people. The first is based on kinship, neighbourhood and friendship, and it exists 
stronger in rural areas than in urban areas. (Ibid., 406.) The latter is a human invention. 
Cities, regions and even countries can be drawn on the map by political decisions. Peo-
ple can coexist in the same neighbourhood without sharing anything more than the 
physical surroundings which they inhabit.  
 
In the novel, the Comanche tribe is closer to the definition of gemeinschaft, where as 
the depiction of the white American society points more towards the definition of 
gesellschaft. However, these two can not be compared at the level of community in the 
absence of such an example within the white American society in the novel. The theory 
on Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft was written as a criticism to modern society (Aro & 
Jokivuori 2010, 119). The theory itself has been criticized for romanticizing 
Gemeinschaft and for underlining the negative characteristics of Gesellschaft (Ibid., 
121). John Dunbar’s fascination with the Comanche community can be seen as an ex-
ample of longing back to the premodern civilizations, where it is believed that commu-
nities were cohesive, people helped each other and were not so selfish, there was less 
crime and people did not need to fear their neighbours. Where premodern civilizations 
are romanticized, the opposite characteristics of crime, selfishness and indifference to 
other people are seen as the plagues of the modern society. 
 
Community for the Chicago School was precisely a spatial and physical phenomenon 
and following Tönnies’ theory community was seen as a functioning part of society. 
Thus cities or neighbourhoods were the places that helped people integrate into the so-
ciety. This approach produced several studies on American small towns (Hoey 2007, 
410). Others saw communities rather as villages than as cities. This approach produced 
classical works within community studies such as A. D. Rees’s Life in a Welsh Coun-
tryside from 1960. (Ibid., 411.)  
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According to Anthony P. Cohen (1985) a community implies two issues. Firstly, 
the members of a group of people have something in common. And secondly, 
these commonalities distinguish them in a significant way from other groups. 
Therefore, ‘community’ implies similarity and belonging as well as difference and 
not-belonging at the same time. The elements which separate one group or com-
munity from another are boundaries. They can be physical, geographical, racial, 
linguistic, religious, habitual or less apparent elements, such as values. 
 
The title of Cohen’s work The symbolic construction of community (1985) reveals 
to the reader that even if community is something that seems a naturally occurring 
and a genuine form for people to live, it is also constructed and strengthened by 
symbols. Communities can have visible symbols such as emblems, totems or 
football teams, but also ideas are symbols. The meanings of these symbols are not 
strict, but allow different interpretations for each user. Also the boundaries be-
tween communities are symbolic. (Ibid., 19.) 
 
4.4 Cultural symbols and rituals 
Samovar et al. (2013, 51) state that culture is based on symbols. Symbols are commonly 
understood as concrete objects such as a flag, dress or religious icon. However, words 
are the ones most often used as symbols for objects and ideas. (Ibid.) The force of 
words to carry meaning accentuates the role of language for a culture. Learning about a 
culture is possible through another language but learning into the culture goes through 
learning the language of that culture. Berger and Luckmann (2009, 152) state that lan-
guage is the most important content of socialization as well as its most important tool. 
 
A definition of a symbol by Macionis (1998, 33) highlights the broadness of the con-
cept: ”A symbol is anything that carries a particular meaning recognized by people who 
share culture.” A cultural symbol is not something that carries a meaning for and indi-
vidual but not for other members of the culture. Also the dynamism of a culture does 
not mean that an individual can introduce a cultural symbol without its meaning being 
recognized by other members of the culture. All in all, culture is a shared system of 
meanings however wide the array of cultural symbols. 
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The definition of rituals by Hofstede and Hofstede (2005, 8) was already mentioned in 
chapter 4.1: “Rituals are collective activities, technically superfluous to reaching desired 
ends, but within a culture are considered as socially essential. They are therefore carried 
out for their own sake.” Ceremonies are rituals which may be the easiest type to recog-
nize. The opening celebration of a new public building, such as a hospital, which in-
cludes an important person cutting a ribbon by scissors, is one of the most obvious 
technically superfluous activities to reaching the desired end. However, it carries great 
social value in celebrating the achievement and brings good publicity. Rituals which are 
not official ceremonies are more hidden. Talking about the weather is a discourse ritual 
among others. A case in point from Jandt (2013, 139): “It is said that when a Japanese 
writes a letter, it always begins with a remark on the weather and the season. It will say 
things like ‘It is already mid-May and the young foliage is fresh and green…” 
 
Also for Durkheim, a ritual is a social activity.  “A ritual is a moment of extremely high 
social density” (Collins 1994, 190). Durkheim refers to rituals as ceremonies where 
people gather together, use commonly known gestures, chants, and are focused around 
the same matter (Ibid.).  Goffman focused attention on everyday rituals instead of for-
mal rituals and called them “interaction rituals” (Ibid., 218). By this definition for in-
stance good manners are rituals. These include ways of greeting, small-talk, and giving 
gifts. Mauss explains through a study on trade between the Trobriand islands, that gift 
giving between the chiefs was a ritual to establish diplomatic relations. Prior to the ritu-
al exchange of gifts, the tribes are armed and suspicious of each other, but after the ex-
change peaceful relations have been created. (Ibid., 228.) Mauss also contributed to the 
understanding of rituals that they can also be private, such as prayer (Ibid., 225). In the 
novel, an example of a social ritual is the marriage ceremony and an example of a pri-
vate ritual is the mourning where Stands With A Fist withdrew herself from the tribe to 
solemnity to chant songs of her late husband who she was mourning.   
 
The previously mentioned social density is a concept in Durkheim’s law of social gravi-
ty (Collins 1994, 186). It includes an explanation of social order according to which 
suicides are less common in groups of high social density, where the members are less 
individualistic and life is characterized by cooperation and solidarity. Durkheim refers 
to these as ritualized groups where attention is periodically focused on the group, away 
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from the individual. In groups where social density is low and individuals work towards 
their own goals, suicides are more common. Durkheim explains that suicides occur in 
situations where social ties are so weak that an individual experiences life as meaning-
less (Ibid., 184). In the novel, Dunbar comes from a group with low social density to 
meet the Comanches who can be seen as a ritualized group with high social density. 
 
4.5 Cultural identity 
Cultural identity is seen as a social construction which is a reflection of where we want 
to belong to; a community of like-minded people whose cultural values we want to 
share. According to Zygmunt Bauman identity search is always connected to a need for 
security. (Dervin & Keihäs 2013, 113.) Cultural identity often refers to national identity. 
However, nation states and national identities are a product of nationalism and the con-
struction of a unified national identity has suffered great fragmentation along with glob-
alization. Therefore national identities shared by all members of a nation should be un-
derstood as myths rather than reflections of reality. (Ibid., 115.) 
 
The concept of identity is usually divided into personal and social identity in social sci-
ences (Saastamoinen 2006, 172). The first is understood as the feeling of continuity in 
the individual’s self-concept through changes in life situations, where as the latter is 
understood as identification with different social groups and communities, and con-
sistency in acting in different social roles. In other words, identity is seen as the way 
people define themselves in relation to themselves and their social surroundings. (Ibid.) 
According to Saastamoinen “identity offers conceptual tools to reflect on the relation-
ship between the private and the personal as well as the cultural and the collective lev-
els” (Ibid., 173). 
 
George Herbert Mead’s interaction theory explains the formation of identity through 
constant interaction with others (Lahikainen 2013, 127). People are dependent on being 
accepted by others and seek to modify their behavior according to the feedback they 
receive. Due to the massive flow of feedback from the environment, people focus on 
receiving the feedback from their significant others, the people closest and dearest to 
them. In primary socialization, a child is explained to adopt the roles and attitudes of his 
significant others as his own (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 150). Not only does a child 
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adopt the roles and attitudes, but also the world of the significant others. Hence, identity 
can be seen as having a place in the world. Adopting roles also implies adopting the 
expectations connected to the roles. (Ibid.) In acquiring an identity, a name the child is 
called, the child also acquires the world to which the identity refers to. (Ibid., 151.) 
 
Berger and Luckmann (2009) explain that identities are strengthened by the significant 
others. For instance a wife and a child can strengthen the identity of the husband and 
father as “a good husband and father” or reversely as “a bad husband and father”. Other 
less significant others can also support the views of the significant others. Daily routines 
work to maintain our reality in cooperation with interaction with others. The main 
mechanism of maintaining the social reality is believed to be conversation (Ibid., 172).  
Berger and Luckmann (Ibid., 174-175) use the term ‘plausibility structure’ to explain 
the social foundations by which an identity can be maintained. This means that a person 
can only identify with himself as an important person in an environment that strength-
ens this identification. In the case of John Dunbar, in order to be Dances With Wolves, 
he needs to stay with the Comanches. He can not maintain this identity by withdrawing 
to stay by himself. Similarly, he would never have become Dances With Wolves with-
out spending time on the Comanche land among the Indians. 
 
 In the case of secondary socialization, in acquiring secondary identities (professional, 
political, an interest group) people differ in the extent that they depend on external 
feedback in evaluating their own actions. (Lahikainen 2013, 128.) Social and external 
changes can bring a person’s identity into a crisis and one needs to redefine who he is 
and find new significant others to mirror (Ibid., 132). According to Anthony Giddens, 
people are required to be more reflexive in the postmodern, globalized, rapidly changing 
societies than in traditional societies. People are required to define themselves and steer 
their lives constantly in order to form a fluent narrative of themselves between the past 
and the future. (Ibid., 133.) 
 
Identities are constructed in relation to something that is different from oneself and this 
gives way to the divisions made between “us” and “the others” (Saastamoinen 2006, 
173). They are also strengthened and reproduced by defining them through the opposite. 
Identity is constantly reproduced and also redefined especially during a crisis. Although 
identity is often understood as having roots somewhere or in something, it can also 
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change in time. Identities require identification with some identity position such as gen-
der or profession. Identity is exhibited symbolically through clothing, signs and styles. 
(Saastamoinen 2006, 173.) Furthermore, in social constructivism the relationship be-
tween self-concept and culture is seen as dynamic. In trying to make oneself understood 
to others, people can only use the culturally and historically available options of defin-
ing themselves that the surrounding social community has to offer. (Ibid., 175.) 
 
In social psychology identity is understood as different roles that people act in relation 
to others. Roles are behavior models or rules that people are expected to follow (Asp 
1993, 78). All roles have certain limits; some are more restrictive than others in terms of 
breaking the rules of expected behavior (Ibid.). Roles or identities consist of different 
contents. These can be given, obtained or acquired (Liebkind 1988, 66). Examples of 
the given content are the non-voluntary ones that are received at birth such as gender, 
age or skin colour. Other examples include name, nationality, mother tongue and reli-
gion, although these can be changed later on. Obtained identity contents are voluntary 
and related to groups that one joins such as professional or political groups. Acquired 
contents are rather stable interaction styles that a person has learned to take in relation 
to others. These are such as being submissive, dependent, controlling, and so on. (Ibid., 
66-67.)  
 
Identification is connected to both positive and negative reference groups. Positive ref-
erence groups are those that a person wants to identify with, where as negative reference 
groups are those that a person does not want to identify with. (Liebkind 1988, 70.) The 
wild Indians in the novel represented a negative reference group to the white Americans 
and in the course of Dunbar’s identity search the army and the white Americans turn 
into a negative reference group for him. The narrator states that Dunbar is ashamed of 
even having been one of them. This feeling intensifies as Dunbar begins to admire the 
Comanche and wants to become one of them; the Comanches become his positive refer-
ence group. 
  
Cultural identity refers to an individual’s feeling of belonging to a particular culture 
(Hall 2003; Lustig & Koester 2006). Identifying with a culture requires membership in 
that culture and involves accepting the beliefs, values, norms and social practices of the 
culture as a part of one’s self-concept. (Lustig & Koester 2006, 137-138.) Cultural iden-
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tity can refer to the given identity content of nationality, but it is not necessarily so be-
cause not all ethnic or cultural groups have their own nation. Cultural identity is often 
used incorrectly as a synonym to ethnicity (Dervin & Keihäs 2013, 113). However, as 
the example of Dunbar in the novel shows, cultural identity can also be obtained with-
out sharing the same ethnicity with the group that one identifies with. Furthermore, ex-
amples of present day immigration also show that cultural identity need not be based on 
ethnicity. Identifying oneself as a Finn is independent of the person’s origins. It only 
requires identifying with a community who share social and cultural norms and values. 
 
Lustig and Koester (2006, 139-140) explain the formation of cultural identity to proceed 
in three stages. The first is unexamined identity where a person takes his culture for 
granted and has little interest in cultural issues. This is followed by cultural identity 
search where the person wants to learn more about his culture and to know what it 
means to be member of that culture. The final stage is cultural identity achievement 
where the person accepts himself and his cultural identity with confidence. Just as cul-
ture is an important bond between a group of people, cultural identity is central to an 
individual’s self-concept. However, it is understood that often specific circumstances 
activate the different components of a person’s identity and they gain importance, such 
as the effect of living abroad has on a person’s cultural identity. (Ibid., 141.) Unlike 
commonly assumed, a person can also have multiple cultural identities (Kim 1996, 350) 
in a similar manner as a person has different roles, such as a woman, a wife, a mother, 
an employee and a friend. 
 
A shared language is one source of cultural identity. Speaking a language places the 
speaker in a certain language community. Knowing a language also entails that the 
speaker is aware of the values shared in the language community. This is why language 
has also become a symbol of cultural oppression. The oppressed have been forbidden to 
speak their own language and have been forced to speak the language of the oppressors. 
(Hall 2003, 90.) 
 
In the post-modern era cultural identities have become so fragmented that the connota-
tions of stability and rootedness do not fit with the concept of cultural identity any long-
er. Cultural identity has become more of an identity project where we want to decide 
how we want to be represented. It is no longer only about roots and our origins. (Hall 
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1999, 250.) Identities are imaginary narratives of the self (Dervin & Keihäs 2013, 112). 
Bauman uses the term “nomad” to refer to people who travel around the world and pick 
and choose elements into their identity. Those members of the society who can not af-
ford or do not have the possibility to choose their identity in this way are marginalized 
into a lower class. (Ibid.) 
 
To avoid the problems brought by the concept of identity and the connotations connect-
ed to it, Stuart Hall (1999, 247) suggests renaming it identification. Identity is under-
stood in social sciences as fluid and constantly changing. The unity and stability of 
identity are imagined. People have several parallel identities according to each social 
context, which are roles that people take according to other people’s expectations in 
each situation. Therefore, Hall suggests that the term ‘identification’ would better de-
scribe the constantly redefined and multifaceted identity. (Dervin & Keihäs 2013, 117.) 
 
In this thesis cultural identity is understood as a socially constructed idea of belonging 
to a cultural community and seeking a feeling of security. Cultural norms, values, sym-
bols and rituals are learned through interaction and social mirroring, comparing oneself 
to others and modifying one’s own behavior according to the feedback received from 
others in the same way as the self-concept is formed according to Mead’s interaction 
theory (Lahikainen 2013, 128).  
 
4.6 Elements in cross-cultural communication and cultural integration 
Cross-cultural or intercultural communication takes place between persons from differ-
ent cultures. Samovar et al. (2013, 8) define intercultural communication as “interaction 
between people whose cultural perceptions and symbol systems differ enough to influ-
ence the communication event”. This is relevant to the study in the interaction between 
Dunbar and the Indians because not only do they not speak the same language but their 
cultural perceptions also differ from each other. Despite this starting point Dunbar is 
able to build a relationship with the Indians, learn their language and finally integrate 
into their culture. Exploring the elements that enabled them to communicate, understand 
each other and for Dunbar to learn the Comanche culture can offer valuable information 
and help to explain the change that takes place in the main character’s life. 
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Kim (2001, 87) presents a structural model of the elements that influence cross-cultural 
adaptation. In this thesis, I will use the term cultural integration instead of cultural adap-
tation. When a person is in a foreign cultural environment and actively communicating 
with persons of the host culture (the foreign culture), an intercultural transformation 
process is onset. The three facets of intercultural transformation in Kim’s theory are 
functional fitness, psychological health and intercultural identity. These are the different 
facets of the internal change that occurs in a person who is dealing in a new culture. 
These three facets are seen as “instrumental to an individual’s achievement of social 
efficacy” (Ibid., 50). 
 
Through continuous tasks that a stranger needs to complete in a host culture, he is ex-
plained to gain increased functional fitness that enables him to adapt in the new culture. 
Functional fitness is directly connected to increasing ability to communicate in the new 
culture. (Ibid., 62.) Furthermore, psychological health is also understood as having a 
direct link to functional fitness because communicating in a new culture is challenging 
and stressful. Inadequate functional fitness is seen to lead to frustration that can lead to 
disturbances in the psychological health. (Ibid., 63.) Being able to communicate effec-
tively in a foreign culture is seen to lead to strengthened functional fitness. This is ex-
plained to have a positive effect on the psychological health improving self-image and 
self-esteem. (Ibid., 64.)  
 
Intercultural identity is a process identity that gradually develops to a person who finds 
himself in between cultures. The challenges of cultural integration cause the stranger to 
question his original cultural identity. The intercultural identity is not based on a sense 
of belonging to a particular culture but rather on a self-conscious feeling of being 
somewhere in between cultures. It is not acquired painlessly through socialization pro-
cesses like our original culture but it develops through several challenging experiences 
that force a person to redefine oneself. The intercultural identity “is not a fixed psycho-
logical state” but keeps on changing as the person’s cultural integration continues. 
(Ibid., 65-66.)  The continuous change in state of the intercultural identity is particularly 
evident in the novel and is further analyzed in chapter 6.4 in this thesis. 
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Kim’s structure of cross-cultural adaptation is divided into environmental and internal 
conditions (Fig. 5.). The environmental conditions include host social communication, 
ethnic social communication, host receptivity, host conformity pressure and ethnic 
group strength. The internal conditions include preparedness for change, ethnic prox-
imity and adaptive personality (Kim 2001, 82-84). Host social communication refers to 
interaction between the stranger and people from the new culture whereas ethnic social 
communication refers to interaction with people from the stranger’s own culture. As 
short-term support ethnic social communication can relieve the stress that host social 
communication causes. In the long run ethnic social communication can hinder a person 
from engaging more with host social communication (Ibid., 77).  
 
 
FIGURE 5. Structural model of cross-cultural adaptation. IC = interpersonal communi-
cation, MC = mass communication.(Kim 2001, 87) 
 
Host receptivity refers to the openness of the new culture to receive and welcome a 
stranger. Host conformity pressure refers to the degree of pressure that is put on the 
newcomer to conform to the cultural norms and practices of the host culture (Ibid., 79). 
Ethnic group strength refers to the stranger’s own ethnic group and their cultural viabil-
ity. In the case of an immigrant group in a host culture, ethnic group strength is often 
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referred to as ethnolinguistic viability which can also be a negative factor in terms of 
cultural integration because ethnic groups can also isolate themselves from the host cul-
ture. (Ibid., 80-81.) 
 
The internal conditions in the structural model of cross-cultural adaptation include pre-
paredness for change, ethnic proximity and adaptive personality. These are personal 
qualities of the newcomer in a strange culture. The first refers to the person’s readiness 
to learn and integrate to the new culture. Prior cultural studies are believed to improve 
the readiness because knowledge about cultures makes the persons’ expectations more 
realistic. (Kim 2001, 82.) Other elements that are seen to influence preparedness are the 
circumstances of the move. If the move is voluntary and planned, the person is more 
likely to be better prepared for change than if the move is involuntary and unplanned, 
such as with immigrants who are forced to leave their home. (Ibid., 83.) Ethnic proximi-
ty refers to the distance between the person’s own culture and the host culture. Ethnic 
proximity between the two cultures is great if they are similar and compatible. The last 
of the internal conditions named by Kim is adaptive personality (Ibid., 85-86). This is 
outside the sociological sphere of interest and will not be given further attention in this 
thesis.  
 
In the structural model host communication competence is gained through actively and 
successfully engaging in host social communication including both interpersonal and 
mass communication. This is supported by ethnic social communication which helps to 
improve a person’s self-concept and be open to learn from other cultures. The condi-
tions of the new environment are drawn in the box above the communication dimension 
(Fig. 5.). The person’s own predisposition defines the initial ground for communication. 
These elements influence the process of intercultural transformation and communication 
is in return influenced by the change in the facets under intercultural transformation. 
(Kim 2001, 86.) 
 
From a sociological perspective, cultural or social integration can be conceptually ex-
plained through social status and gaining status in a new community (Viitapohja 2011). 
Goffman wrote about roles in The presentation of self in everyday life (1959) and social 
integration in his work Asylums (1961), which became a central reference to the ideolo-
gy of the protest movement opposing totalitarian institutions (Hänninen et al., eds. 
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2001, 347).  People need experiences of success and positive feedback that strengthen 
their self-concept and self esteem. These are gained through performing the roles in 
everyday life and fulfilling the expectations others have for the roles. How asylums are 
connected to the idea of roles and social integration is that people staying in institutions 
lack a sufficient network of social interaction and a variety of roles, which leads to a 
low social status and diminished opportunities for enhancing the social status. 
(Viitapohja 2011.) 
 
As each culture has its set of norms and values, inevitably there are suspicions and prej-
udice towards a person (whether an outsider or an insider) who is different in some way 
from the majority (Ibid.). An outsider needs to gain status in order to be accepted as a 
member of the community. Gaining acceptance in the eyes of an opinion leader, some-
one with a high social status, is a great advantage in gaining status in the eyes of other 
community members (Ibid.). Kim (2001) lists host receptivity as one of the key ele-
ments that contribute to cultural integration. In sociological terms, host receptivity could 
be explained as the mechanism by which an outsider gains social status in the eyes of 
the host culture representatives and is thereby received more positively. Gaining social 
status is embedded in the idea of gaining functional fitness in Kim’s theory (2001).  
 
In relation to group interaction processes the theory of social exchange, according to 
which the attractiveness of a person or a group increases according to the extent that the 
person or the group contribute to reaching a goal (Asp 1993, 77) could also be referred 
to here. The Comanches have a goal to hunt buffalo, whereby Dunbar is more attractive 
to them after he has informed them of the buffalo herds near the Fort. Similarly, Dunbar 
has a goal to belong somewhere and as he discovers that the Comanches can offer him 
the ideal community to belong to, their attractiveness increases in Dunbar’s eyes. Other 
interaction motives mentioned by Asp (Ibid.) are attractiveness and sympathy. The con-
ditions for social exchange are better for those with expertise, those who have some 
resources to offer. This is also referred to as social ability (Ibid.) which also seems to 
overlap with Kim’s (2001) concept of functional fitness.   
 
Livermore (2009, 13) presents a model of cultural intelligence where the four different 
areas of cultural intelligence are identified as knowledge, interpretive, behavioral and 
perseverance. The development of any of these areas is motivated by love. Livermore 
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writes to a Christian audience, thus the use of the term ‘love’. The term could also be 
substituted by ‘genuine interest’ which produces the desire to learn, although then it 
would be repeated in the model since perseverance CQ measures the level of interest to 
learn about cultures. ‘Love’ at the center of Livermore’s model is his own additional 
input to the already existing theory on cultural intelligence. Livermore writes in the in-
troduction that his book on cultural intelligence aims at cultural learning that results in 
an “inward transformation” rather than “artificial political correctness” (Ibid., 12).  
 
This thesis is not interested in measuring the main character’s cultural intelligence as 
such, because that would distort the exploration of Dunbar’s cultural integration, which 
is a social process. In recognizing elements that facilitate the cross-cultural integration, 
this thesis focuses on the interaction situations and the part that each counterpart has to 
play in the outcomes of the interaction. Counting the cultural integration as Dunbar’s 
achievement by his exceptional abilities would be oversimplification of the transfor-
mation not to mention outside the sociological perspective. However, the contents of the 
different areas of CQ may have connections to other theories on elements that facilitate 
cross-cultural integration.  
 
The first of the four areas in Livermore’s cultural intelligence map (Fig.6) is knowledge 
CQ (CQ = cultural intelligence quotient) or cognitive CQ which measures the under-
standing of cross-cultural issues (Ibid., 48). The second area is interpretive CQ or meta-
cognitive CQ which measures the ability to be aware in a cross-cultural communication 
situation. (Ibid., 49) These two areas are dependent of each other. A person needs 
knowledge of cultures in order to observe, interpret and reflect on cultural issues when 
interacting with a person from a different culture. (Ibid., 50.) The third area is persever-
ance CQ or motivational CQ which measures the level of interest we have for cross-
cultural adaptation (Ibid., 52). The fourth area is behavioral CQ which measures the 
ability to accurately regulate our behavior in cross-cultural interaction according to the 




FIGURE 6. Cultural Intelligence map (Livermore 2009, 13) 
 
To increase cultural intelligence (CQ) Livermore (2009, 245-254) has a range of practi-
cal suggestions from reading, watching movies, having formal education, eating in cul-
tural restaurants, keeping a journal on cultural experiences, to attending cultural celebra-
tions and ceremonies, and having a cultural guide or a tutor who can help interpret a 
culture and can offer feedback and advice. Maude (2011, 207) also mentions the prac-
tice of coaching in developing cross-cultural skills of expatriate business managers 
working overseas. Livermore does not limit cultural intelligence only to foreign cultures 
but recognizes that awareness of cultures begins at home. There is no need to travel 
overseas to find culture, instead developing cultural intelligence begins from question-
ing your own culture and then moving further to observe the culture at the local food 
store or in your neighbourhood. In the same vein, Samovar et al. (2013, 43-48) suggest 
learning about culture through proverbs, folktales, legends, myths, art and mass media. 
In the novel, Dunbar presumably uses these sources to gain awareness in the Comanche 
culture as he interacts with the Comanches and has long discussions particularly with 
Kicking Bird and Stands With A Fist. 
 
Liisa Salo-Lee (1996, 19) lists four basic requirements for efficient cross-cultural com-
munication, which correspond with the areas of cultural intelligence in Livermore’s 
theory (2009). The requirements are knowledge, skills, motivation and positivity. 
Knowledge about the other culture is necessary but also social skills to apply that 
knowledge in practice. Motivation includes receptivity and interest towards information 
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about the other culture and towards developing social relationships. (Salo-Lee 1996, 
19.) 
 
Jandt (2013) presents four main areas where a person can develop intercultural compe-
tence. The first is personal traits, namely self-concept, self-disclosure, self-monitoring 
and social relaxation. The second area to develop is communication skills. The third is 
psychological adjustment. The fourth is cultural awareness, which corresponds with the 
metacognitive CQ in Livermore’s (2009) theory. Self-concept refers to a person’s un-
derstanding of the self. Self-disclosure refers to openness to share accurate information 
about oneself to others. Self-monitoring refers to the ability to behave appropriately in a 
given situation. This corresponds with the behavioral CQ in Livermore’s (2009) theory. 
Social relaxation refers to the ability to communicate without fear or stress. (Ibid., 35-
36.) Therefore according to Jandt’s view, an effective communicator is someone who 
knows himself well, is honest and acts in accordance with the situation and is able to 
relax, not letting anxiety hinder his performance. During the first visit of the Comanche 
delegation to Dunbar at the Fort, Dunbar uses the action of grinding coffee to alleviate 
tension and to create some humour in the situation by intentionally prolonging the oper-
ation. There was no common language and both parties had poor understanding of each 
other’s intentions at this stage. 
 
Jandt (2013, 36) breaks down communication skills further into message skills, behav-
ioral flexibility, interaction management and social skills. Developing intercultural 
communication skills includes both verbal and nonverbal communication as well as 
effective communication in unfamiliar settings. The third area to develop is psychologi-
cal adjustment. This refers to developing skills to manage feelings of “culture shock” 
caused by unfamiliar environments. Jandt presents a division in cultural awareness 
adopted from Chen and Starosta’s model that recognizes three perspectives. These are 
affective or intercultural sensitivity, cognitive or intercultural awareness, and behavior-
al or intercultural adroitness. This means that a culturally aware person acknowledges 
or respects cultural differences, is aware of his own culture and understands how cul-
tures vary and is able to interact and behave appropriately in a given cultural context. 
These perspectives correspond with the cognitive, metacognitive and behavioral areas 
of cultural intelligence (Livermore 2009). Purhonen and Roos (2006, 244) explain prac-
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tical intelligence and social sensitivity to behave in accordance with a situation to be 
embedded in Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. 
 
Maude (2011, 193) lists six elements which predict cross-cultural adjustment. They are 
all linked to how psychologically comfortable a newcomer is in entering a new culture. 
These are positive response to cultural factors, family situation, personality factors, dis-
positional and motivational factors, previous international experience and linguistic fac-
tors. It is most likely easier to have a positive response to cultural factors if there is a 
great ethnic proximity (Kim 2001) between the newcomer’s own culture and the host 
culture. Being apart from the spouse and children has a negative effect on cross-cultural 
adjustment. Personality factors that are seen to facilitate cross-cultural work and living 
adjustment are extroversion, emotional stability, agreeableness, conscientiousness and 
openness to experience. Individuals who are well- motivated and have a positive and 
hopeful attitude are seen to have a tendency to adjust quicker than pessimistic individu-
als. Learning the language of the host culture is singled out as the most important factor 
to facilitate cross-cultural adjustment. Total immersion is recommended as the most 
effective way to learn a language (Maude 2011; Hofstede & Hofstede 2005). Further-
more, Samovar et al. (2007, 13) highlight the importance of learning to use a language 
effectively and appropriately as there are cultural differences in the use of language 
when it comes to the use of idioms, conversational taboos or linguistic ways of showing 
respect, to mention a few examples. 
 
Most often mentioned barriers to intercultural communication include ethnocentrism, 
stereotypes and prejudices (Jandt 2013; Samovar et al. 2013; Maude 2011). Jandt also 
names anxiety and assuming similarity instead of difference as stumbling blocks in in-
tercultural communication. Samovar et al. (2013) warn about racism and its different 
forms. Maude (2011) names xenophobia, Hofstede and Hofstede (2005, 326) also point 
out the opposite: xenophilia, which is not a healthy foundation for cross-cultural com-
munication either.  
 
Salo-Lee (1996, 17) points out that stereotypes are a way to organize information and a 
way to reduce uncertainty which is seen as one main aim in interaction (Ibid., 16). Be-
sides stereotyping, strategies for reducing uncertainty include small-talk, which aims at 
finding something in common with a stranger, as well as finding out more information 
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about other people. Predictability is seen to bring security, where as unpredictability is 
seen to cause stress. (Ibid.) Stereotypes are a way to manage information and form so-
cial categories, which describe a group. However, a person needs to be aware of the 
nature of stereotypes; they do not describe individuals and they need to be changed 
when more precise information about persons and situations is available. However, ste-
reotypes become an obstacle to cross-cultural communication when they are no longer 
objective. Negative stereotypes lead to prejudice and possibly to xenophobia, positive 





























5 OUTLINING THE STORY 
 
As a basis for further analysis I will begin by describing the Comanche culture 
which is under investigation in this thesis. I will describe the cultural symbols and 
rituals which I have observed in the novel. After this the analysis will move from 
macro- to micro-level looking at the structure and overall events in the novel first 
through Dunbar’s diary entries. In chapter 6, I will concentrate on the concept of 
belonging and will explore the evidence on the core lack and restoration that set 
the basic theme for the entire novel. Then I will analyze the evidence on belong-
ing to a particular place. Finally the references to Dunbar’s feelings of belonging 
and not belonging will be analyzed in reference to the process of identity trans-
formation. In chapter 7, I will concentrate on analyzing the cultural symbols and 
rituals observed in the novel as indicators of cultural identification. Chapter 8 will 
be devoted to analyzing the elements that contributed to the cross-cultural com-
munication and integration between Dunbar and the Comanches. The analysis 
using different methods introduced in chapter 3.4 is partly overlapping. The main 
events referred to in the macro-level analysis are repeated in connection to analyz-
ing the treatment of cultural symbols and rituals.  
 
5.1 The Comanche culture 
The Comanche are a community constructed by symbols (Cohen 1985). They 
grow their hair long, use feathers and plating to decorate their hair, the men use 
breastplates made of bones, they wear moccasins on their feet and clothing made 
of leather. Rituals include offering a present when visiting. The first time they 
came to visit Dunbar at the Fort to discuss with him, they brought a buffalo skin 
for him. Other rituals described in the novel are smoking the peace pipe, painting 
horses and dancing around the fire before a buffalo hunt, going for the hunt to-
gether with the whole tribe, cutting out the liver of the buffalo immediately after 
the kill and tasting it, celebrating the successful buffalo hunt by roasting buffalo 
meat and telling heroic stories about the hunt among many others.  
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Wedding rituals include giving ponies to the girl’s father as dowry, a special dress 
for the ceremony, the officiating is performed by the holy man and as soon as the 
ceremony is over, the newly wedded couple goes into their tipi. There is also a 
special tipi a little further away from the camp for ladies to go once a month when 
they are bleeding and stay there until the bleeding ends. For wives who have lost 
their husband there is a mourning time and during this time the widow spends 
time in solitude and sings songs about the late husband to express her feelings in 
words.“It will be good to die. It will be good to go with him. I will be going af-
ter.” (p. 89) 
 
 It is not clear whether cutting the wrists was only a personal choice for Stands 
With A Fist in her desperation after becoming a widow but at least her withdrawal 
from the camp was understood by the other members of the tribe because she was 
mourning. It is argued that in rituals form is the essence, not the meaning (Collins 
1994, 207). In the novel it is the form that can be observed. The meaning of all 
these practices is not always explicitly explained to the reader.  
 
5.2 What happens to John J. Dunbar? 
The diary entries give a short version of what happens to Dunbar in terms of his cultural 
identity in the course of the novel.  They offer one answer to the first research question. 
The diary entries are represented in Table 1. Dunbar keeps a diary for army purposes. 
His task is to observe and gather information of the area and people there. Dunbar’s first 
diary entry recorded in the novel is from the time of arrival at Fort Sedgewick in April 
1863. Approximately a month later the Comanches have visited Dunbar at the Fort three 
times. After this entry there is a long gap and the final entry is not specified to a date, 
but dated as “late summer 1863”. The final events in the novel take place during first 
snow when the Comanches begin preparing to move to winter camp. The overall time-







TABLE 1. Diary entries  
 page 
number 
Date and topic Description of the event 
1. 28 April 12, 1863. At Fort 
Sedgewick. 
Settling in and cleaning up the 
place. 
2. 42 April 13, 1863. About the 
wolf. 
It is quiet at the Fort. No troops 
have arrived. A wolf comes to visit 
and Dunbar makes observations of 
the wolf.  
3. 56 April 27, 1863. First contact 
with a wild Indian. 
An Indian tries to steal Dunbar’s 
horse but the horse is able to break 
loose and returns to him. He regards 
the Indian a mighty looking fellow. 
4. 58 April 29, 1863.Waiting. Dunbar has hopes that troops are 
soon coming. He has made all prep-
arations and is waiting. 
5. 118 May 17, 1863. Indians have 
visited three times. 
The description is seven pages long 
and includes also Dunbar’s visit to 
the Indian village. He is eager to 
visit and “negotiate” with them 
again. 
6. 250 Late summer, 1863 “I love 
Stands with a Fist. Dances 
with Wolves” 
Dunbar has been very busy getting 
to know his new friends and has not 
had time to write his diary like in 
the beginning when just waiting. 
Now he only writes one sentence 
and signs with his Comanche name. 
 
 
In the first entry he observes that the Fort has been abandoned and has been rotting for a 
while before his arrival. He orders himself to cleaning duties and tries to do what one 
man can. He has a professional dilemma: If he stays, there is no one to report to. If he 
goes to find someone, he is abandoning his post. At this stage he uses “Lt. John J. Dun-
bar, U.S.A.” as his signature at the end of each diary entry. 
 
At the time of his second diary entry he is still clearly performing his army duties as he 
has began to ration the supplies even though they are plenty. He is expecting extra 
troops to arrive at any time soon and is using the food supplies as if he was only one of 
the members instead of the whole company there. He has made a short scouting trip but 
observes nothing. It is quiet so he concentrates on observing the wolf that comes quite 
close to the Fort. The wolf is the only company Dunbar has besides his horse at this 
time. He even decides to give the wolf a name if it comes the following day. 
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The third entry is a description of Dunbar’s first encounter with “a wild Indian”. The 
Indian tries to steal Dunbar’s horse but is scared away by the sight of Dunbar. Dunbar 
has no knowledge of how many Indians are around but he figures if there is one there 
must be more. He knows he is not strong enough alone against them so instead of using 
force he decides to impress them next time they come. He worries that if troops do not 
arrive soon all might be lost. At this point the Indians are a threat to him. However, 
Dunbar is quite an open-minded person and despite the Indian trying to steal his horse, 
Dunbar also makes an objective and even a complementary observation about the Indi-
an’s appearance when he describes the man as “a mighty looking fellow”. 
 
The fourth diary entry is a very short one. Dunbar reassures himself that the troops must 
have been informed of his presence at the Fort by this time. He only states that he has 
made all possible preparations and is waiting for additional troops to arrive. The reader 
is informed in the narration at this point that the army is not aware of Dunbar’s presence 
at Fort Sedgewick. The Comanches are meeting amongst themselves and discussing 
what to do with the white man that Kicking Bird has encountered at the Fort. For them 
it is the first time meeting white people. Previously they have been in contact with the 
Spanish and the Mexicans. When Kicking Bird tells of his encounter, they are not even 
sure if it was a ghost or a man he met because he was so white. They decide to send a 
delegation to the Fort to find out more about the white man and his intentions. They are 
particularly interested in knowing how many more white men are coming because the 
appearance of the white man in the Comanche land is experienced as a threat to their 
livelihood. 
 
The fifth diary entry is a lengthy description of the Indians, their appearance, characters 
and actions. Dunbar has not been writing for a while because he has been preoccupied 
with meeting the Indians. At this point the Indians have visited Dunbar at the Fort three 
times. At the end of this diary entry Dunbar also describes his first visit as an invited 
guest to the Indian village. He refers to their discussions as “negotiations” in quotations 
and is hoping they will bear fruit by the time the troops arrive. He admits that the lan-
guage barrier is hindering them from discussing much. He is eagerly waiting for his 
next visit to “his neighbours”. Although he is already referring to them as neighbours in 
quotations, he also still refers to them as the wild people of the prairies. 
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The final diary entry Dunbar writes in late summer 1863. A couple of months have 
probably passed since his previous entry and during this time his life has changed. The 
diary entry shows that he has fallen in love with Stands With A Fist. But more interest-
ingly he does not sign the entry as “Lt. John J. Dunbar, U.S.A.” but as “Dances With 
Wolves”. During the period between the last two diary entries Dunbar has been given an 
Indian name and he has also began using that name of himself. Calling himself Dances 
With Wolves shows that Dunbar has acquired this identity and also the world that the 
identity points to (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 151). This identity indicates that by this 
time he sees himself as a Comanche with a Comanche worldview. Later on in the narra-
tion the reader is told that Dunbar no longer writes in his diary about his encounters 
with the Indians because it has become personal and does not concern his army duties. 
In fact he believes he has completed his duty at the Fort and can start a new life with the 
Comanches. One answer to the question “What happens to John J. Dunbar?” is that he 
ceases to exist. The man begins a new life under a new name and a new identity. 
 
Following the structure of classical drama (Hiltunen 2005) presented in Figure 1., chap-
ter 3, the climax of the novel is at the point where Dunbar leads the defense of Ten 
Bear’s village against the attack of the Pawnee. This event has decisive repercussions to 
Dunbar’s position in the Comanche community as he becomes a leader of other 
Comanches through the successfully led battle. The two turning points in the plot added 
in Hollywood films (presented in Figure 2., chapter 3) can be recognized in Dances 
With Wolves as the first contact made with the Comanches and as the declaration of the 
Comanche identity by Dunbar. These events turn the focus of the entire novel towards 










6 SEARCHING TO BELONG 
 
“The ride back had been a lonely one. The untimely end of his meeting 
with the woman who was two people and the mysterious excitement in the 
village (of which he was not a part) saddled Dunbar with his old nemesis, 
the morose feeling of being left out. All his life he’d been hungry to partic-
ipate, and as with every other human, loneliness was something that con-
stantly needed to be handled. In the lieutenant’s case loneliness had be-
come the dominant feature of his life, so it was reassuring to see the tawny 




Another viewpoint to answer the question “What happens to John J. Dunbar?” is given 
by using a narrative arc, which captures the idea of the story with two concepts or two 
events. Event A is the lack of something and B is its restoration. The diary entries offer 
much evidence to what Dunbar is lacking. Additional evidence is found in the narration. 
The overall lack in the novel is that Dunbar is lonely and longs to be a part of some-
thing. The passage above is written in the novel after Dunbar has been invited to the 
Indian village for the first time and has been introduced to Stands With A Fist, the in-
terpreter. 
 
The situation is restored gradually when Dunbar meets the Indians and begins develop-
ing a friendship with them. He ends up finding a community where he feels he belongs 
and also a companion for life. Table 2. shows a finer division within the concept of 







TABLE 2. From lack to restoration 
Lack                                 →  Restoration 
Meaningless life, desperation, suicidal 
in the beginning 
Gets to see the frontier he had always wanted 
to see. The experience makes him very happy. 
Loneliness Enjoys the company of  
a) Cisco, the horse 
b) Two Socks, the wolf 
c) the Comanches 
d) Stands with a Fist, the woman 
Waiting for the troops to arrive at the 
Fort. 
They do not come. Dunbar interacts with the 
Comanches instead. 
Not truly belonging anywhere. The 
army as a substitute for belonging 
somewhere. 
Becomes one of the Comanches. 
Missing a woman Falls in love with Stands with a Fist and mar-
ries her 
 
In the beginning of the novel Dunbar is on the battlefield where the fighting has ceased 
and everyone seems to be unaware of what is going on and what they are waiting for. 
The situation is unbearable and Dunbar takes the situation in his own hands. He rides 
across the battlefield and dashes past the Confederate troops, or the south, as they are 
also referred to in the American Civil War, who fire at him and the horse. Dunbar and 
the horse remain unharmed. In Durkheim’s terms the event could be explained so that 
social bonds in Dunbar’s life had become so loose that life had lost its meaning for him 
and therefore he tried to remove himself of that life (Collins 1994, 184). Therefore this 
event is also related to loneliness. Dunbar is not said to have thought about any family 
members of beloved ones when he makes his decision to sacrifice himself. It is as if he 
has no home and no family, as if he has nothing to lose. Later on in the novel, the narra-
tor reveals that both his parents have died, but otherwise his social ties, if there are 
some, are kept a secret from the reader. It is almost ironic how his suicide attempt re-
sults in him becoming a hero. Lucky for him, Dunbar gets to choose where to be posted. 
The desperation is suddenly swept away as he travels across the prairie to the frontier he 
had always wanted to see before it is gone.  
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Once Dunbar has been posted to the frontier the enjoyment of being in the beautiful 
surroundings is disrupted by loneliness. Upon arrival at the fort Dunbar discovers that 
soldiers have abandoned it. Being alone in the remote Fort makes him miss company. 
At first the horse, Cisco, is the only company he has got. There is a special bond be-
tween them. Dunbar loves horses and riding. Dunbar is said to have “loved horses from 
boyhood” (p. 40). He picked out Cisco from a line of horses when he was going off to 
draw enemy fire. Both remained unharmed and Dunbar was allowed to keep this horse 
that he highly valued. Dunbar refers to the horse as “a once-in-a-lifetime animal” (p. 3).  
 
The next living creature to offer Dunbar company is the wolf which also becomes very 
dear to Dunbar and they form a special tie where the wolf follows Dunbar when he is 
going away from the Fort. Then Dunbar meets the Indians and even before they can 
understand each other the meetings are still a welcomed event in Dunbar’s lonely days 
at the Fort. After Kicking Bird’s delegation has made its first visit to Dunbar at the fort, 
Dunbar lies on the buffalo skin given to him by his visitors and goes over the events in 
his mind. The narrator concludes this chapter by the statement “He was no longer 
alone.” (p. 117.) 
 
 At the end of the novel when the army troops appear again, they kill both the wolf and 
the horse, which is devastating for Dunbar and perhaps strengthens his desire to hold on 
to the loved ones who are still alive. This is exhibited in his refusal to cooperate with 
the army officers and when he begins speaking only Comanche to them declaring that 
his name is now Dances With Wolves. It can also be seen as a symbolic act to show 
them with the language, that “Yes, I am an Indian. One of those you despise. And I’m 
proud to be one.” 
  
After Dunbar has participated in the buffalo hunt with the Comanches and is invited to 
visit the village again the narration reports of “one of the most satisfying days” in his 
life (p. 203). He has fallen in love with the community and is deeply impressed with 
their ways how they cooperate during the buffalo hunt. The people also receive him 
well and are happy about his participation in the hunt although they do not know each 
other yet. So far Dunbar has mainly been communicating with Kicking Bird’s delega-
tion, which has made visits to Dunbar at the Fort, and Ten Bears, the elderly chief. In a 
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sense, Dunbar has been treated like a foreign diplomat who has only been invited to 
negotiations but he has not mingled with the common people. At this point the narration 
reveals that Dunbar has wanted to belong somewhere but in retrospect the army has not 
offered a true sense of belonging for him. He is reinterpreting the past. He has been 
lacking a group to belong to and to identify with. He is said to have belonged to the ar-
my only in his head but now he experiences a belonging in his heart and wants to “serve 
the same spirit” with the Comanches (p. 177). Dunbar thinks he can never become one 
of the Comanches but has reached a stage where he has found a spiritual connection 
with the community. 
 
After having spent much time with the Comanches, Dunbar reaches a stage where he is 
certain of his new identity. He goes off to ride his horse and spend time in solemnity. 
Dunbar who did not seem to have any roots, no family or home place mentioned in the 
novel, sees a perverted dream of all the people in his past (p. 226-228). He sees his par-
ents, his old primary teacher, a priest, a prostitute, a childhood friend, a man who owned 
horse in his home town, General Grant, the army and Ten Bears. Then he sees how the 
“faceless” army destroys the Comanche village brutally. The Comanches have gold and 
money inside them that the army troops are scooping to take with them as they leave the 
bodies lying on the ground. Then Dunbar sees himself as a soldier who is left behind 
and walking sad across the field of bodies, and then he stretches himself to lie among 
the bodies as well. This dream is a confusing one for Dunbar. But clearly he has dis-
tanced himself from the army and empathizes with the Comanches. This could also be 
explained in terms of Dunbar’s positive and negative reference groups switching sides 
(Liebkind 1988), the Comanches becoming the positive and the army becoming the 
negative reference group. 
 
When Dunbar is returning from his ride into the wilderness, his thoughts are sober. He 
feels one with his horse and with the prairie, he wants to get back to the Comanche vil-
lage which is his home now. He feels he is reborn and free. He is happy to be one of the 
“lords of the plains” as the Comanche are nicknamed. He shouts out his Comanche 
name twice, “I am Dances With Wolves” (p. 230). Then he returns to the village where 
the people wonder where he disappeared. Dunbar smiles and tells them with confidence 
in excellent Comanche that he is Dances With Wolves (p. 231). The identity search is 
over and he is happy to be a Comanche. Lustig and Koester (2006) would call this cul-
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tural identity achievement. Dunbar’s next aim is to clear out his relationship with Stands 
With A Fist. 
 
War against the Pawnee interrupts the development of the relationship between Dunbar 
and Stands With A Fist but strengthens Dunbar’s cohesion with the tribe as he is al-
lowed to observe the meetings where the Comanche men plan their strategy to fight 
their enemies. Although Dunbar feels he is one of the Comanches now, the tribe leaders, 
Kicking Bird and Ten Bears, still deem him as a white soldier who is rushing to become 
a Comanche too soon. Dunbar is not accepted to join the Comanche warriors on the war 
path against the Pawnee. Instead Kicking Bird asks Dunbar to watch over his family 
while he is away, to speak with his daughter Stands With A Fist and allow his family 
get to know Dunbar.  
 
Despite Dunbar’s initial disappointment with the rejection to go fight, the responsibility 
given to him turns out to be a great opportunity to spend time with Stands With A Fist 
and to learn about the Comanche life. He is determined to move onto a higher level in 
his quest to become a Comanche and is decided to make Kicking Bird proud when he 
returns and sees how much Dunbar has learned while he has been away. Kicking Bird is 
one of the major significant others for Dunbar and he wants to be accepted by the holy 
man (Lahikainen 2013, 129), therefore Dunbar takes on to perform the role of a Coman-
che which he feels is expected by Kicking Bird (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 160).  
 
Dunbar follows the men who have remained back in the village to go riding, hunting, 
and scouting. He learns to use the bow and arrow and to maintain his weapons. He 
learns to sing Comanche songs and becomes friends with his elderly instructor Stone 
Calf, who is impressed with the pace in which Dunbar learns new things. He learns to 
track buffalo, read their trace and to read the weather. Dunbar enjoys staying in his tipi 
and relaxes outside his home in the afternoons letting his thoughts rest. After reaching a 
Comanche identity, the period during which the warriors are away fighting against the 
Pawnee is a time of tremendous learning for Dunbar. He wanted to go and fight with the 
others and learn how to fight like a Comanche but as he was denied of that right, he uses 
his time to learn other aspects of the Comanche life in and around the village. Dunbar’s 
determination to learn the language during this time is also described with great enthu-
siasm to make progress.  
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After some weeks the Pawnee come to the village to revenge, Dunbar gets to give a 
significant input in the defense strategy as he offers to fetch guns, which are more pow-
erful than bows and arrows, from the Fort. Dunbar identifies himself no longer as Lieu-
tenant Dunbar serving the army, but since there are no soldiers at the Fort, he sees it as 
his right to use the arms to help fight against the enemies of the Comanches. Although 
some warriors are not willing to listen at first, Ten Bears, the chief, gives his support to 
Dunbar and he shares the defense plan and they act according to it. They successfully 
fight against the intruders killing some and chasing the rest away. No Comanche lives 
are lost. Dunbar is celebrated as a hero and the lieutenant who has fought wars before is 
deeply touched by this one. He finds something noble also in the wars that the 
Comanches have. They are not fought for selfish, political goals but to protect their 
families and homes. The successful fight fought together strengthens Dunbar’s position 
amongst the tribe and deepens their cohesion. This further enhancement of Dunbar’s 
social status was enabled by the support of Ten Bears the chief, an opinion leader 
among the Comanches (Viitapohja 2011). When Kicking Bird returns to the village with 
the warriors he is amazed of the progress Dunbar has made although he does not direct-
ly express it. 
 
In addition to feeling lonely there were also instances where Dunbar was missing a 
woman in particular, not just any company. He dreams of a woman (p. 30), misses a 
woman and sharing (p. 44) and sees a woman’s face in his mind and uses it like opium 
(p.105). The fulfillment of this need is clearly stated in the narration: “Dances with 
Wolves fell in love” (p. 246), and in Dunbar’s diary entry where he writes, “I love 
Stands With A Fist”(p. 250) although signs of initial interest were observable already 
earlier in the novel. The confession of love for Stands With A Fist in the diary entry 
marks the point where Dunbar is clear about his feelings. Dunbar’s lack of company is 
fulfilled triple-fold as he makes friends with the Comanches, gets to belong to a com-
munity and finds a partner for life. 
  
 While the Comanche warriors are away from the village Dunbar and Stands With A 
Fist continue Comanche language lessons first in Kicking Bird’s tipi and later move 
outside to learn nature words. Stands With A Fist is confused with her feelings about 
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Dunbar and the atmosphere during their one-on-one language lessons is first awkward. 
Gradually their relationship moves beyond language learning. After the warriors have 
been away for two weeks, the relationship experiences an important turn. Dunbar and 
Stands With A Fist unexpectedly meet by the river after their regular lesson is over. 
Dunbar tells her that he feels good about being with the Comanches, being in the tipi, 
wearing the breast plate but he is confused because he is a white soldier. Even if Dunbar 
could fit together the roles of being a white man and an Indian (Viitapohja 2011; Berger 
& Luckmann 2009, 178; Asp 1993, 78), there is still an unresolved conflict of roles 
which can not overlap; he can not be an Indian and a U.S. army lieutenant at the same 
time. The woman understands the clash of the two cultures because she has experienced 
the same. She is a white woman who has grown to be a Comanche; she has learned the 
habitus of a Comanche (Purhonen & Roos eds. 2006; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1995). 
This shared experience ties the two together and they fall in love. Dunbar did not expect 
to find anything familiar in the foreign culture, but instead, he discovered a person 
among the Comanches who is a reflection of himself. There are still no words, nor phys-
ical interaction between them at this stage. 
 
Dunbar talks to Stone Calf and finds out that Stands With A Fist is a widow. He rides 
off to be alone again and goes back to the Fort. Still he cannot stop thinking about the 
woman and that is when he writes in his diary that he loves Stands With A Fist. When 
he returns to the village they meet and share their feelings. Then they spend an after-
noon making love and talking. They agree to keep their love a secret for now as the 
woman is still in mourning. According to the Comanche culture it is not appropriate to 
have a new relationship with a man until the mourning time is officially over. They 
have to wait for Kicking Bird to return because he is the one who can officially release 
her from the mourning time. Once he does, they proceed according to the Comanche 
tradition; Kicking Birds declares the mourning time finished, friends help Dunbar pay 
dowry to Kicking Bird and then they arrange a wedding.  
 
Dunbar does not have ponies to give as dowry so friends help him get some. Dunbar 
also wants to give something from his own belongings and gives Kicking Bird his re-
volver. The dowry is taken outside Kicking Bird’s tipi and if they are gone in the morn-
ing, the proposal for marriage is accepted. In the morning the ponies are gone and im-
mediately Dunbar prepares himself for the marriage ceremony which is held outside the 
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tipi. The wedding preparations do not involve a stressed bride, guest lists or wedding 
cakes. There is only dressing up and oiling the hair after the permission to marry is 
granted. The couple stands outside the tipi listening to the holy man officiate the mar-
riage while the villagers are gathered around. The wedding ends as the couple are an-
nounced husband and wife and they withdraw to their tipi. Dunbar is eager to learn the 
Comanche ways and when it comes to having the woman he loves, he finds out what the 
marriage tradition is and follows it. He has clearly internalized that there are certain 
social norms in the Comanche culture and he needs to follow them, instead of acting by 
the social norms in his original culture. This shows that Dunbar identifies with the Co-
manche culture and the people and wants to behave according to their expectations 
(Liebkind 1988, 70).  
 
6.2 Belonging to a place 
Indications referring to place are made frequently in the novel. Some of them are repre-
sented in Table 3. The Comanche culture is clearly connected to the prairie (Hall 2013; 
Massey 2013). The tribe is also referred to as “the lords of the plains” (p. 230). They 
way of life is physically tied to the prairie. They move their camp twice a year and find 
a good place for summer camp and winter camp where there is water and grass for po-
nies to eat. They hunt buffalo that roam on the prairies and follow their movements with 
the tribe. They go where there is food.  The prairie is also given symbolic values of 
freedom, peace and harmony. Although no physical boarders are seen, the area is re-
ferred to as the Comanche land. 
 
Dunbar’s attachment to the prairie begins already before he has seen it. He had wanted 
to see the frontier most of all and requests to be posted there when he is given a free 
choice (p. 17). It is not the army fort he wants to see but the nature. Upon arrival at the 
prairie, the narration describes the beauty of the surroundings and the depth of the im-
pression it has made on Dunbar. His first love in the novel is the prairie (p. 2). 
 
More examples about belonging to a place or feeling at home in a place are shown in 
Table 4. Those references to places mainly concern Fort Sedgewick, the soldier fort 
where Dunbar is posted, and Ten Bear’s village, where the Comanches stay. During his 
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time on the prairie, being posted at the Fort, Dunbar spends time in these two places. 
First staying at Fort Sedgewick and visiting Ten Bear’s village, and later moving to stay 
at the village making only visits to the Fort. In the process of Dunbar’s cultural identity 
search the idea of the fort as his home is challenged. The ideas of the place where he 
belongs keep on changing and this is an indication of his identity crisis or identity 
search (Lustig & Koester 2006; Kim 2001). The cultural identity transformation is com-
pleted when Dunbar’s idea of the village is stabilized as his home. 
 
 
TABLE 3. Place. 
page  References to place 
2 “Lieutenant Dunbar had fallen in love. He had fallen in love with 
this wild, beautiful country and everything it contained. It was the 
kind of love people dream of having with other people: selfless and 
free of doubt, reverent and everlasting.”  
17 “Dunbar had wanted to go to the frontier most of all”   
230 “one of them, lords of the prairies” 
 
 
6.4 Constantly re-examined belonging 
The novel has particularly frequent passages referring to belonging and not belonging. 
These are found especially after Dunbar has made further acquaintance with the Indians 
and is feeling confused about his place and his attire because these are symbols of his 
identity and where he belongs. He feels good being with the Indians in their village but 
at the same time guilty for not being at the Fort. He feels good wearing Indian clothes 
but at the same time holds onto some pieces of his army uniform to remind him of his 
identity as lt. John J. Dunbar. The balancing between the two cultures and two identities 
continues until quite close to the end of the novel. Indications of identity and sense of 






TABLE 4. Identity and the sense of belonging 
page Belonging and not belonging 
31 “… the lieutenant wanted nothing more than to die. When the opportunity 
presented itself, he took it.” 
101 “ for the first time knew what it felt like to be an invader”  
103 “these were not his people, he would never know them” 
124 “It was good to see Fort Sedgewick again. It is my home. And yet, I look 
forward to another visit with my ‘neighbours’.” 
164 “Home, he thought… How could it be? A temporary camp of fires…” 
167 “the scalps belonged to…white men. The Lieutenant was numb with confu-
sion. He couldn´t participate in this, not even as a watcher.” 
168 “He did not belong to the Indians. He did not belong to the whites.” 
176 “Then he had felt the satisfaction of belonging to something whose whole 
was greater than any of its parts.” 
177 “He did not think of becoming an Indian. But he knew that so long as he 
was with them, he would serve the same spirit.” 
178 “He had become ‘one of the boys’.” 
188 “They spent less than three full days in the temporary camp, and three days 
is a short time in which to undergo extensive change. But that’s what hap-
pened. Lieutenant Dunbar’s course in life shifted.” 
194  “The lieutenant had mixed feelings about being back. He knew the fort as 
his home… He was bored. Bored and lonely.” 
197 “Every room was either locked or inhospitable until at last he came to the 
place that… he was bound for all the time. The room was filled with Indi-
ans.” 
211 “He returned to Fort Sedgewick often, but the visits were prompted primar-
ily by guilt, not desire.” 
211 “he gave up his idea of returning to the army.” 
212  “The journal entries no longer carried depictions of his days…it would 
have been too large a job to essay the new life he was living. Besides, it 
was a personal thing.” 
213  “…Lieutenant Dunbar moved as a man apart. His skin and accent and 
pants and boots marked him as a visitor from another world…” 
230 “The Lords of the Plains… And he was one of them… I’m Dances with 
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wolves.” 
235 “’Only Comanche warriors can go on this ride,’ he said flatly.” 
246  “ Is it foolish to be here? White soldier loving the breastplate. I want to be 
here.” 
272 “… he had become a leader of other Comanches.” 
285 “Dances With Wolves…shamed for the white race to which he belonged…” 
301 “… there was no love in Dances With Wolves’s heart. He said nothing to 
his captors…” 
306 “I’m proud to be a Comanche… I love the Comanche way and I love each 
of you as if you were of the same blood.” 
307 “Killing those soldiers at the river was a good thing… my heart was filled 
with joy to see my brothers coming to help me.” 
 
 
The narration in the novel takes the reader for a journey to Lieutenant Dunbar’s life and 
his changing feelings about who he is and where he belongs. The very first quotation in 
Table 4. shows the state Dunbar was in before being posted to the Fort on the prairie. 
He was suicidal. He had escaped from the medical tent where his foot was to be ampu-
tated, pulled boots back into his feet but the pain was too much to bear. He wanted to 
die. 
 
After Dunbar’s first visit to the Indian camp, he feels like a complete outsider with the 
Indians (p. 101, 103). He takes the wounded Indian woman, who he finds on the prairie, 
to the Indian camp and is misunderstood by the Indians of having harmed her. Another 
interpretation of the situation is that Dunbar was seen to have interrupted the ritual that 
the woman was performing as she was mourning for her husband. The Comanches saw 
that as an offence and wanted to tell Dunbar that it was none of his business to interfere 
or to bring the woman back to the village from where she was found. Dunbar is chased 
away aggressively and there does not seem to be a chance in sight that he could ever 
belong with the Indians. He is clearly made to feel like an invader in the camp. 
 
The two examples of thinking about a place as his home (p. 24, 64) show the identity 
search that Dunbar begins to undergo (Lustig & Koester 2006; Kim 2001). At one time 
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he feels the Fort is his home, but still he is looking forward to visit the Indian camp 
again. Some thirty pages later he thinks of the Indian camp as his home, but still he 
needs to question the legitimacy of his feeling. It does not fit together with the identity 
of the white man to regard the Indian camp, which is just a temporary camp of fires, as a 
home. Dunbar has began developing an intercultural identity which is constantly under 
construction (Kim 2001). 
 
Only a few pages later Dunbar is again distanced from the Indians as he sees the white 
men’s scalps with the Indians returning to the camp (p. 167). They have killed the white 
men who had killed buffalo only for their skins and had left the bodies to rot on the 
prairie. This was a great insult to the Comanche who used every part of the animals they 
killed, so they went and sought justice by killing the men who had hunted buffalo in a 
disgraceful manner. This event thrushes Dunbar into an identity crisis where he feels he 
is neither an Indian nor a white man (p. 168). He feels he belongs nowhere. Kim (2001) 
would recognize this as a clear indication of an intercultural identity in process. 
 
Soon after Dunbar is invited to go on the buffalo hunt with the tribe. This experience 
turns his feelings around again. He experiences a great satisfaction in cooperating with 
the Comanche and seeing how they cooperate with each other in hunting buffalo. He 
admires their spirit of serving one another. He wants to serve the same spirit. After the 
hunt he sums up his experience during the past three days on the hunting trip. He feels 
the experience changed the course of his life (p. 188). Dunbar is surprised to discover 
that nothing of the prejudices that he has heard white men speak of the Indians is true. 
Salo-Lee (1996) defends prejudices as a useful strategy to organize information about 
strangers, however in this case Dunbar discovers that what he has heard of the Indians 
before turned out to be negative prejudices or overgeneralizations of contact with anoth-
er tribe, which does not concern the Comanches. He recognizes that the close contact he 
has with the Comanches is unique. He has gone further in the interaction with “the oth-
ers” than his countrymen usually have. 
 
The following examples (p. 194-212) in Table 4. all point towards the same stage in 
Dunbar’s identity search. He is drawn to the Indians and stays with them in the camp. 
He only makes visits to the Fort unwillingly. He wants to be with the Indians. He de-
cides not to return to the army anymore because he is interested to find out where this 
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new course in life will lead. However, as much as Dunbar feels at home in the Indian 
camp, he still can not help feeling like “a visitor from another world” (p. 213). His skin 
colour, accent and clothing distinguish him from the Comanches. Yet, he is not the only 
one there who is between two cultures. “Like Stands With A Fist, he quickly became a 
man who was two people.” (Ibid.) 
 
The decisive turn in Dunbar’s identity search takes place when he goes out to the wil-
derness to do soul-searching. He finds clarity in his mind and declares his Comanche 
identity first by himself in the prairie (p. 230) and upon arrival at the Indian camp to 
Kicking Bird and the other Comanches. However, five pages later Dunbar suffers the 
greatest disappointment in his life as he is not allowed to go fight a war against the 
Pawnee with the Comanche warriors. Despite his own declaration to be a Comanche, he 
is not considered one by the Comanche yet (p. 235). Kicking Bird and Ten Bears, the 
holy man and the chief at the top of the Comanche tribe hierarchy, feel that Dunbar is 
rushing to become a Comanche warrior. He is a visitor who has integrated into the tribe 
at a great pace but he is not yet a member in the tribe, let alone in the select group of 
warriors. 
 
The identity questioning continues in the talk Dunbar and Stands With A Fist have in 
the Indian camp while the warriors have gone to fight the Pawnee (p. 246). Dunbar has 
been told by the holy man that he is a white soldier and not a Comanche warrior. Dun-
bar is questioning where he should be. He says he has no other place to go to than to 
stay with the Comanches. Stands With A Fist is the only person he can tell about his 
identity struggle. This is quite a sign of trust towards her, because people usually seek to 
protect themselves from being laughed at. Goffman calls this facework, protecting one’s 
face (Hänninen et al. eds. 2001). However Dunbar can reveal to her how silly ideas run 
through his mind and how insecure he is about who he is or where he belongs. Stands 
With A Fist understands his feelings and identity struggle better than anyone else can 
because she is or was in the same position with him when she came to stay with the 
Comanches. During this conversation Dunbar falls in love with Stands With A Fist. She 
had already fallen in love with him because she sees herself in him. In a community of 
Indians, these two white people identify with each other because they are different from 
the Comanches and with each other they share the experience of entering a new culture, 
learning a new language and a new culture. 
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During the weeks that the warriors are away fighting the Pawnee and Dunbar remains in 
the Indian village, he makes every effort to learn the Comanche way of life. Before the 
warriors return, the Pawnee attack the Indian village and Dunbar takes charge in organ-
izing the defense of the village. They successfully defeat the attack and when the warri-
ors do return, Kicking Bird is amazed to see that Dunbar has gained a new position in 
the tribe. He has become a leader of other Comanche (p. 272). In addition to this, Kick-
ing Bird also discovers that Dunbar and Stands With A Fist want to get married. These 
events lead to Dunbar gaining a higher status in the community (Viitapohja 2011) and 
finally being recognized as a member in the tribe. 
 
After the wedding Kicking Bird and the son-in-law go for a ride to a sacred grove. They 
find the place desecrated with dozens of animal bodies in the woods killed by white 
men just for target practice. The horrific sight of piles of decaying bodies and finding 
them in a place sacred for the Comanche makes Dances With Wolves feel shamed for 
the white race he belongs to (p. 285). He can not wipe away his history and the fact that 
he belongs to the white race, even though he has gained membership in the Comanche 
tribe. This is the challenge with identity development; on the one hand identity is histor-
ical, on the other hand it is changing. Not only can it be difficult for an individual to 
come to terms with his history and new identity, to create a plausibility structure, it can 
also be a challenge to convince others of the change in case there is a great conflict be-
tween the old and new roles and dispositions. (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 178.) 
 
At the end of the novel Dunbar feels proud to be a Comanche and speaks this out in his 
farewell speech to his Comanche brothers (p. 306). Previously Dunbar was captured by 
the U.S. Army and as he was being transported away from the prairie in shackles, the 
Comanche came to rescue him. Dunbar participated in killing white soldiers who were 
once on his own side. Now they were his enemies. Not only were they white men whose 
practices he had already learned to see in a negative light, but a while earlier these had 
killed his wolf-friend and his horse, talked disrespectfully about Indians and were taking 
Dunbar away from his wife and his newly-acquired family. They represented everything 





7 CULTURAL SYMBOLS AND RITUALS AS INDICATORS OF CULTURAL 
IDENTIFICATION 
 
Cultural symbols are artifacts or actions that represent a culture. Some examples 
in this case study are language, flag, dress, the peace pipe, riding bareback or us-
ing a bow and arrow as a weapon. Many of the Comanche cultural rituals were 
already described in chapter 5.1. In this study the steps in Dunbar’s cultural adap-
tation, giving up one identity and assuming another, can be followed through the 
treatment of cultural symbols and participating in cultural rituals. Data on the 
treatment of cultural symbols is represented in Tables 5-8. The cultural symbols 
are subdivided into (A) clothes, (B) language, (C) other cultural items and actions 
and (D) rituals. Each of these categories are explained under their own heading. 
 
TABLE 5. Clothes. 
A. Clothes 
page  Quotation 
87  “every young girl’s dream of a man in uniform” 
92-94  “He cut a leg off the long underwear… the lieutenant cut another strip 
from the flag and tied it securely around the bandage… He didn’t look 
very mighty or very official now” 
178-
179 
“[Dunbar] pointed at the army-issue hat, which fitted the man rather 
badly, and said,…’that’s mine.’ The warrior looked at him… removed 
the hat… and placed it back on his head. Then he slipped the knife off 




“[Wind In His Hair’s] attention was riveted on the lieutenant’s tunic… 
‘If you want it… you can have it’… [Wind In His Hair]began to undo 
the magnificent breastplate of shiny pipe-bone that was tied around his 
neck and waist… This he handed to Dunbar…” 
191 “some were interested in his pants, but he wanted to retain something 
of his uniform” 
197 “… he’d wanted to wear [the breastplate]all along, regardless of the 
weather.” 
212  “His hair had grown past his shoulders. The constant beating of sun 
and wind had darkened his face… he now wore [the breastplate] like a 
uniform… Occasionally he would consider discarding the [pants and 
the boots] for leggings and moccasins, but the reflection always told 
him that they belonged.” 
218 “…he wore it day after day without paying the least attention to it. And 
he never took the breastplate off. It was obvious that he loved it.” 
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7.1 Clothes 
Attention to the army uniform is drawn with a description of how long Dunbar takes to 
dress up for his visit to the Indian village. He carefully shines the buttons on his coat 
and his belt buckle. At the end of his preparation he is described as “every young girl’s 
dream of a man in a uniform” (p. 87). He never wears the full uniform when he is in 
Fort Sedgewick but when he decides to make an official visit he takes time to fix his 
costume and even takes the American flag as he rides off to greet the Indians who have 
already visited him at the Fort. As he already decided before, instead of trying to fight 
the Indians who would immediately outnumber him, he will try to impress them.  
 
However, on the way to the village he meets an Indian woman who is bleeding. Dunbar 
does not hesitate to jump off his horse and go help the woman. The woman gets fright-
ened and passes out but Dunbar cuts the American flag and his underwear to make 
bandages to tie the woman’s bleeding wounds. Then he takes the lady to the Indian vil-
lage but is met with fear and hostility. The woman is taken from his arms and he is 
chased away. Perhaps the tribe misunderstood him to have caused the woman’s wounds, 
or they did not want him to get involved with her doings.  
 
As Dunbar finds out later, the woman was mourning and making cuts on her wrists be-
cause she was devastated over her husband’s death. The interesting thing in this event is 
that Dunbar shows readiness to help a person in need. He does not care whether the 
woman is an enemy or a countryman, an Indian or a white person. He only sees that she 
is bleeding and needs help. Secondly Dunbar does not care what materials he uses to tie 
the wounds but even uses the American flag, tears it and it gets tattered in blood. By the 
time he arrives in the Indian village he does not appear like the mighty looking army 
officer which he dressed himself to be in order to impress the Indians. His act of helping 
a person in need is not received well and he truly feels a stranger being chased away 
from the village. 
 
A little later he hears the buffalo shaking the ground near the fort at night and rides off 
to tell the Indians about his observation. This news makes them very happy and they 
begin preparing for a buffalo hunt. Dunbar is also invited to take part in the hunt, where 
he is immersed into cultural knowledge. By this event he is suddenly brought from an 
outsider to an insider, not a member, but to view the tribe from the inside. He loses his 
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hat on the prairie during the hunt. Afterwards in the Indian camp, Dunbar sees one of 
the Indians wearing his hat and demands it back. The Indian does not want to give up 
his new hat and without saying a word he gives Dunbar a knife in exchange for the hat 
(p. 179). Later on The Wind In His Hair likes Dunbar’s tunic and this time Dunbar of-
fers it to him. Wind In His Hair hesitates to accept the offer and feels he can not take the 
tunic without giving something to Dunbar in return. He takes off his breastplate and 
gives it to Dunbar in exchange for the tunic. The breastplate becomes very dear to Dun-
bar. Although he thinks that it is strange that an army officer would wear an Indian 
breastplate, at one point he begins wearing it all the time.  
 
The Indians get so interested in trading clothes with Dunbar that he has to stop trading 
in order to keep at least some pieces of his uniform. After all, he is still an army officer 
and an army officer needs to wear his uniform. Dunbar is conscious about the symbolic 
function of clothes in reflecting his identity (Samovar et al. 2013; Saastamoinen 2006). 
As time goes by Dunbar thinks of changing his pants and boots into moccasins and leg-
gings. He likes the way they look and they would be more practical than sweating on 
the prairie in his boots and pants. What stops him is the idea of being and army officer. 
He can not dress completely like an Indian when he is still and army officer. For Dunbar 
the uniform signifies discipline (p. 212) and reminds him of his identity as an army of-
ficer. Yet, wearing the Indian clothes makes him feel more like an Indian than a white 
man. At this stage Dunbar is still confused with his identity and undergoing an identity 
search (Lustig & Koester 2006; Kim 2001). 
 
 TABLE 6. Language 
B. Language 
202 “[Kicking Bird] felt certain that this was the right one. It suited the 
white soldier’s personality. People would remember him by 
this…Dances With Wolves.” 
208 “When he heard the lieutenant say his name in Comanche, it was as 
though an impenetrable wall had suddenly turned to smoke. And 
they were walking through. They were communicating.” 
247 “Stone Calf was impressed that this Dances With Wolves, so new 
among them, was talking in Comanche already. And talking well.”  
299 “spoke only Comanche to them” 
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7.2 Language 
During the first encounters with the Indians at the fort Dunbar can not understand the 
language of the Comanche and they mostly converse in sign language and showing 
friendly gestures such as smiling and nodding in acceptance. When Dunbar is invited 
for his first visit in the Indian village, he is introduced to Stands With A Fist, the woman 
who he found wounded on the prairie. The woman is a white lady who speaks English, 
although has forgotten much after not using the language in years, and is assigned to 
interpret the conversation between Kicking Bird and Dunbar. Through her help they get 
to understand each other more, Dunbar learns the meanings of the Indian names, begins 
pronouncing them and gradually begins learning the Comanche with the help of Stands 
With A Fist. The moment when Dunbar pronounces Kicking Bird’s name in Comanche, 
the holy man is assured they can communicate (p. 208). The white soldier speaking 
words in the Indian language makes a great impression on Kicking Bird. Dunbar gains 
status in the eyes of one of the opinion leaders within the Comanche community 
(Viitapohja 2011). 
 
During the same visit Kicking Bird gives Dunbar a Comanche name that suits him. 
Dunbar has been seen chasing Two Socks, the wolf, away as the wolf tries to follow 
him and the horse. Due to this event Kicking Bird names Dunbar “Dances With 
Wolves”. Dunbar shows solidarity to Kicking Bird for this friendly gesture and speaks 
out his name in Comanche at the end of their meeting. It is also notable that in the be-
ginning Dunbar refers to his counterparts as Indians. In the diary entry he even refers to 
his “first contact with a wild Indian”. However, as Dunbar develops a closer relation-
ship with the Indians, he begins referring to them more specifically as the Comanches 
and using the names of each Comanche that he has learned. Knowing the names of his 
neighbours is a sign of gained social capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1995, 148) in the 
new culture that he is getting to know. 
 
After Dunbar is given his own tipi in the village, he begins spending much more time in 
the village. Particularly during the time when the Comanche warriors go off to fight the 
Pawnee and Dunbar is left in the village to take care of Kicking Bird’s family he makes 
great progress in learning the Comanche language. He mostly spends time with Stands 
With A Fist learning the language. When he has become more proficient in the language 
and has gained a special interest in Stands With A Fist, Dunbar goes to meet Stone Calf, 
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the elder, to ask for advice. Stone Calf can also be defined as an opinion leader in the 
Comanche community. In addition to having learned the social order in the community 
and who to ask for advice, Dunbar is also gaining status by impressing the elder, who 
has a high social status, with his language skills (Viitapohja 2011). Dunbar wants to 
know whether Stands With A Fist is married and the elder tells him that she is a widow 
and has her mourning time ongoing. 
 
When Dunbar is captured at the fort by the army, he first answers their questions briefly 
in English but as the officers are hostile towards him and accuse him of being an army 
traitor, he quits speaking English to them and speaks only Comanche. Dunbar was 
dressed like an Indian and the officers immediately made a note of that speaking to him 
with a tone of despise in their voice. Dunbar tries to explain himself by showing the 
document by which he was posted to Fort Sedgewick. As he is accused of betraying the 
army and allying with the enemy he chooses his side by speaking Comanche to the of-
ficers, to whom the language is incomprehensible. But that does not matter to Dunbar 
because he has already seen that the officers do not understand his reasons or believe his 
account of the events. He might as well declare that he belongs to the Comanche when 
none of the officers recognize him as an officer but as a traitor. Through speaking one 
language instead of the other, Dunbar is declaring his new identity and denouncing his 
old identity (Liebkind 1988). The army officer are strengthening a negative identity of a 
traitor, which Dunbar does not want to identify with. Their feedback is not important to 
Dunbar anymore because he has chosen new significant others to mirror. (Lahikainen 
2013.) 
 
The identity question is strictly an either-or-question for them: either you are an army 
officer or you are an Indian and a traitor. Before the troops arrived at the Fort, Dunbar 
had a clear conscience and thought he had done his duty there well. Dunbar was even 
ready to complement himself of the progress he had made with gathering information 
about the Comanche and developing diplomatic relationships with them. However, the 
army officers have no social category for a diplomat or an interpreter, a mediator be-
tween the whites and the Indians. Dunbar can only be with the army or against them. 
Since no troops had arrived, there was nothing more for Dunbar to do at the Fort. He 
felt free to leave the post and go live with the Comanches. At the time when Dunbar 
chose to join the Comanches, there was no other option unless he wanted to stay at Fort 
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Sedgewick alone or desert his post to go report back to Fort Hayes, the place where he 
was sent from. Dunbar chose to stay with his friends and that was a crime in the eyes of 
the army officers who had now captured him.  
 
7.3 Other cultural items and practices 
From the beginning Dunbar enjoys being on the prairie. He also loves riding his horse 
bareback which is also the style in which the Indians ride their horses. When Dunbar 
goes to tell the Indians that he has seen buffalo, he is appreciated for bringing this good 
news to them and invited to join the hunt.  
 
“Literally overnight he had gone from one who was eyed by the band with suspicion or 
indifference to a person of genuine standing. The women smiled openly at him now and 
the warriors went so far as to share their jokes with him. The children, of which there 
were many, constantly sought out his company and occasionally made themselves a 
nuisance.” (p. 158-159) 
 
Dunbar is even more appreciated when the tribe sees his riding and shooting skills. Fi-
nally his act of shooting a charging buffalo to save a young boy called Smiles A Lot 
elevates him to a hero. Dunbar who felt like an invader in the Comanche village after 
his first attempt to visit them failed and thought he would never know them, was now a 
hero for the Comanche. Social integration is clearly closely connected to the interaction 
Dunbar has with the Comanches and the significance of the information Dunbar had to 
share as well as the skills Dunbar exhibits which are relevant to the buffalo hunt 
(Viitapohja 2011). Maybe Dunbar does not know the people yet but the people surely 
know his name and his good works from this day forward. In the evening fire stories are 
told about the hunt and Dunbar is also asked to tell his heroic story. He can not yet 
speak Comanche but he is able to act out the events so theatrically that people want to 
see it again and again. Despite the language barrier Dunbar is able to participate in this 
cultural tradition of telling heroic stories. At the same time he is gaining access to the 
cultural store of narratives, adding his own story of saving Smiles A Lot there, and also 
sharing in on how to express them through acting (Lahikainen 2013, 138), which is one 
element besides laughing and joking together where Dunbar and the Comanches can 
identify with each other on a universal level (see Figure 3., chapter 4.1).  
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“When the lieutenant was called upon to relate his story, he mimed the adventure with a 
theatricality that drove the warriors crazy with laughter. It became the most sought-
after testimonial, and he was forced to repeat it a half-dozen times.” (p. 178) 
 
He also recognizes it himself that the two events helped him gaining social status in the 
community. The first was his role as the messenger to come and inform the Comanches 
about the buffalo herd he had seen near the Fort. The second was the heroic shooting of 
the buffalo that saved the life of Smiles A Lot. The narrator continues: “…he knew that 
through them he had accomplished something marvelous. He had become ‘one of the 
boys.’” (p. 178) 
 
During the period when Kicking Bird is away from the village with the warriors, Dun-
bar uses his time learning a number of new Comanche skills. He learns to shoot with 
bow and arrow, to sing Comanche songs, to track buffalo and predict the weather like 
the Comanche do. He is making a conscious effort to become a Comanche. It is almost 
as if Dunbar was leading a postmodern identity project before the term was even devel-
oped (Hall 1999; Dervin & Keihäs 2013), although he is not constructing a hybrid iden-
tity consciously mixing elements from many cultures but concentrates on a total immer-
sion in the Comanche culture.  
 
There are a few cultural customs that Dunbar follows unknowingly. One of them is 
shaving. The Indians refer to white people as “beard-mouths” in their closed meeting. 
Dunbar does not know this, but he shaves before he goes to visit the Indians. He wants 
to look representative and impress the Indians, so he takes a bath, shines his boots, but-
tons and belt buckle, puts on his full uniform and even trims his horse carefully. Shav-
ing may be insignificant from the Comanche perspective, but it might also make him 
more approachable to them. Later on Dunbar also lets his hair grow long like the Indi-
ans keep theirs. This is conforming to the group norms (Ahokas 2013b, 188). Another 
act is directly referred to in the text as “elevating his position” in the eyes of the Co-
manche. Dunbar wins ponies in a gamble with the other Indian men and gives them to 
Kicking Bird who in turn gives one back to Dunbar as a token of gratitude.  Dunbar 
does not keep the pony but instead gives it to Ten Bears, the elderly chief, since he does 
not need it himself. Dunbar does not know that the Comanche tradition tells the rich to 
share their wealth with the poor. By his act of giving the pony to the highly respected 
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elder he appears as a poor man giving his pony to the rich man. This reversal of roles 
makes Ten Bears think of Dunbar as “a very unique white man” (p. 193). Ritual gift 
exchange is included in the following section under rituals, but since Dunbar performs 
this one unknowingly, let it be in the section for cultural customs. 
 
Dunbar learns to sleep in a tipi during his visits and is later given his own tipi where he 
can stay. Dunbar enjoys staying overnight at his friends’ place and sleeps peacefully 
there. One of the main reasons is probably that he gets lonely at the Fort and is always 
eagerly expecting his next visit to the village. He does not need to experience the loneli-
ness and boredom at the Fort when he can sleep in the village. O’Connor and 
Rosenblood would refer to homeostasis here, searching for an optimal level of social 
contacts (Ahokas 2013a, 141) which Dunbar was lacking being alone at the Fort. An-
other reason is probably the fascination with new experiences and observing how the 
Comanche live in harmony with nature. This is one motive for interaction with the 
Comanches for Dunbar besides his interest in diplomacy and gathering information 
about the Indians for army purposes (Asp 1993, 77). After the buffalo hunt Dunbar is so 
impressed by the Comanche lifestyle that he does not only want to observe but experi-
ence it and live according to their example “serving the same spirit”.  
 
Sleeping in a tipi allows Dunbar to gain more time to interact with his Comanche 
friends as he does not need to return to the Fort and come back to the village another 
day but it also enables him to discover more of the Comanche culture, what is the at-
mosphere like at night, what people talk around the fire, how the Comanche sleep and 
have sex. These are things that would have remained hidden from him if he only visited 
them during day time. Especially during the time when Dunbar is left in the village to 
wait for the warriors to return, he takes it as his main task to learn by doing all the 
communal responsibilities of the Comanches. He has a clear understanding that by liv-
ing like a Comanche he can also be accepted as one of them (Suoninen et al. 2013; Ber-







TABLE 7. Other cultural items and practices. 
C. Other cultural items and practices 
45 “He loved the daily reconnaissance rides on Cisco’s bare back” 
86 “…the lieutenant shaved…” 
158 “Literally overnight he had gone from one who was eyed by the band 
with suspicion or indifference to a person with genuine standing.” 
210 “That was how he fell asleep on his first night in the Comanches’ an-
cestral summer camp.” 
212 “The journal entries no longer carried depictions of his days.” 
237 “They were stitching the last of the seams… ‘We make this for you.’” 
 
7.4 Rituals 
Dunbar is good at observing and slow to judge. He accepts the buffalo skin from his 
Comanche visitors during their first official visit to the Fort and takes it as an act of 
kindness. This is a known gesture in his own culture as well. However, the previous 
unofficial visits of the Indians concern trying to steal his horse and against this back-
ground Dunbar receives his guests in a rather friendly manner. One reason might be the 
fact that he is alone and is bound to lose if they began fighting. Thus it is better to re-
main friendly and develop diplomatic relations with the wild people of the prairie. Ritu-
al gift exchange is a way of negotiating diplomatic relationships according to Mauss 
(Collins 1994, 228). 
 
At the very end of the novel Dunbar has adopted the ritual of exchanging gifts and they 
exchange pipes with his father-in law, Kicking Bird, when it is time to say farewell (p. 
312). Dunbar has carved the pipe himself but has not tested it, so they sit down to 
smoke the pipe before Dunbar leaves the camp with his wife, Stands With A Fist. Dun-
bar has also learned that there is no hurry in the Comanche culture when a friend wants 
to sit and talk with you, or go for a ride with you. He has had many good talks with 
Kicking Bird and he has been keen on listening to the holy man to learn about the Co-












“…he had guessed right. Sugar was what they had wanted…I have 
never even seen a buffalo… and already I have a buffalo robe.” 
123 Dunbar is invited to the Indian village for the first time and taken to 
Ten Bear’s tipi where they first smoke the peace pipe. 
175 “Hoping he wouldn’t gag, he bit into the liver. The meat was incredi-
bly tender.” 
178 “When the lieutenant was called upon to relate his story, he mimed 
the adventure with a theatricality that drove the warriors crazy with 
laughter.” 
179 “Dunbar watched his hat bob out of sight and stared down at the 
knife in his hand… he walked off… thinking he’d gotten much the 
best part of the exchange.” 
193 “Lieutenant Dunbar didn’t keep the other pony. Instead he led it to 
Ten Bear’s lodge and, without knowing it, elevated his status even 
further.”  
241 “Wind In His Hair had presented him with a good bow and a quiver 
of arrows at the farewell dance. He was thrilled with the gift and 
sought out an elder warrior… who taught him the finer points of its 
use.” 
271 “The ultimate accolade came from Ten Bears. In a gesture previously 
unknown, he presented the hero with a pipe from his own lodge.” 
277 Dunbar follows the marriage proposal ritual and gives Kicking Bird 
ponies as dowry. 
277 “But wanting to give something dear of his own, he unstrapped the 
big Navy revolver and left it outside the door.” 
 278 Dances with Wolves marries Stands With A Fist according to the 
Comanche marriage ritual. 
 312 Dunbar makes a peace pipe and gives it to Kicking Bird as a farewell 
present. They smoke the pipe before parting. 
 
 
As already referred to in the discussion on clothes, Dunbar also participates in the ritual 
of exchanging gifts. When the Indians first come for a visit at the Fort, they bring a buf-
falo skin as a gift. Dunbar accepts it and invites the men to sit down. He makes them 
coffee which they have never drank before. When he sees they like taking a lot of sugar 
with coffee, he gives them sugar to take home with them as they leave (p. 115-116). 
This exchange of goods was maybe not expected but Dunbar does it to show friendli-
ness to them. If indeed it was a conscious act from the Comanches to offer peace by 
giving the buffalo skin, it was wise of Dunbar to give something in return, even if he 
was not so conscious about creating diplomatic relationships with this gesture.  
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Another exchange of goods is done in a reversed order. An Indian takes something that 
Dunbar does not want to give up. Dunbar is stunned that someone has taken his hat and 
will not give it back to him even after admitting that it is Dunbar’s hat. The white sol-
dier gets a beautifully decorated knife which he is happy to have. The following ex-
change of goods takes Dunbar by surprise again. He offers his tunic to Wind In His Hair 
because he sees his hunting friend has fixed his eyes on the buttons of his tunic. Wind 
In His Hair hesitates taking the tunic and finally can not accept the gift without giving 
something in return, so Dunbar receives a breastplate which he comes to love. There 
seems to be a strong sense of reciprocity in giving gifts in the Comanche culture. Fol-
lowing Mauss’s theory (Collins 1994), it can be seen as a sign of peace offering. 
 
When Dunbar is invited for his first official visit in the Indian village, he observes much 
and speaks little, he follows his hosts example and smokes the peace pipe and then 
hands the pipe back to his host in observant silence. The meetings between Dunbar and 
the Comanches are awkward at first when they can not communicate much by speaking. 
Even their rituals of greeting are different; while Dunbar waves his hand, Kicking Bird 
lifts up his palm and rotates his wrist sideways. Somehow they decide to understand 
these differing gestures as friendly rituals of greeting.  Despite the linguistic gap, Dun-
bar begins learning the rules of appropriateness in the Comanche culture by observing 
and adapting his own behavior in accordance.  
 
After defeating the Pawnee, Dunbar receives a pipe from Ten Bears, the chief, as a to-
ken of gratitude for successfully defending the Comanche village from Pawnee intrud-
ers. He is awarded by the chief, which comes as a great surprise and honor to Dunbar. 
When Dunbar wants to get married, he gives his father-in law his revolver, an item that 
he values. Giving Kicking Bird a gift Dunbar values indicates his appreciation or the 
holy man. Giving him a firearm indicates the trust between the two. They are no longer 
suspecting each other like they were during their first visit. Now they have become 
close friends and Dunbar is shortly after joining Kicking Bird’s family. At the end of 
the novel Dunbar is aware of the importance of smoking the peace pipe in the Coman-
che culture and makes a pipe for his father-in law and they sit together and smoke the 
pipe before saying goodbye. 
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When Dunbar falls in love with Stands With A Fist, he goes to Stone Calf to check her 
marital status. Then he learns that it is up to the father to say when the mourning time is 
over, so he goes to Kicking Bird to inform that he is in love with the adopted daughter. 
He is aware of being in a new culture where he does not know the rules of courtship. 
Dunbar does well in asking for advice from the elder and going to inform the father of 
the lady of his intentions. Dunbar’s friends advice him on paying dowry to the father 
and help him to get ponies to give to Kicking Bird. The holy man accepts the marriage 
between the two. It seems to be the general opinion in the tribe that this marriage is a 
very sensible one especially since they are both white people.  
 
A marriage between a Comanche man and the white woman was not a problem before 
based on Stands With A Fist’s first marriage. Some women had mocked her in the be-
ginning but that is how she got her name “Stands With A Fist”: she resisted the mock-
ing and proved her place in the tribe. The marriage ceremony is officiated by the holy 
man, Stands With A Fist is wearing a special dress decorated with bones, special moc-
casins and a necklace made of bones. Immediately after the ceremony the newlyweds 
step into their new tipi closing the door behind them, the wedding is over and people go 
off to their homes. During the afternoon people bring gifts outside the tipi for the couple 
who spend the whole day inside. After they exit the tipi Dunbar gets to experience how 
the Comanche talk to the groom. Sex is not a taboo to them. Instead the male friends 
tease him about his sexual ability and encourage him to return to his tipi quickly. All is 
done according to the Comanche tradition, after all, at this point Dunbar identifies him-
self as a Comanche called Dances With Wolves and family is a basic unit of a commu-
nity. Diverting from the marriage traditions would surely have caused friction between 
Dunbar and the tribe. That was not according to his interests, so he follows the expected 










8 ELEMENTS IN CROSS-CULTURAL COMMUNICATION AND INTEGRA-
TION 
 
In analyzing the elements that enabled Dunbar to communicate with the Comanche and 
to integrate into their culture, I will use the division in Kim’s Structural Model (2001) 
into environmental and internal conditions. In addition I will also explore the actions 
Dunbar takes that are exemplary in developing cultural awareness. 
 
8.1 Environmental conditions 
Environmental conditions according to Kim (2001) include host receptivity, host con-
formity pressure and ethnic group strength. In the case of Dunbar, the Comanche show 
very low receptivity initially. They try to steal Dunbar’s horse three times without mak-
ing any contact with Dunbar and during Dunbar’s first visit to the Comanche village he 
brings a wounded woman back to her own people, but instead of being thanked for this 
friendly act, he gets chased away. However, as the Comanche become interested in 
knowing more about Dunbar and his motives to be at the Fort, they carefully begin to 
make contact with him and gradually receive him better. Dunbar is invited for visits in 
the village, he is asked to join the buffalo hunt, and later he is given his own tipi in the 
village.  
 
As the Comanche get to know Dunbar more and as he impresses them with his qualities 
and learning skills, they have no problem welcoming Dunbar to join them and to marry 
one of their people. The chain of events can be explained sociologically through the 
concept of social status (Viitapohja 2011). In the beginning Dunbar has a very low so-
cial status among the Comanches, he is an outsider and is treated as a person who has 
no social standing in their community. Or in the words of Bourdieu, before Dunbar’s 
presence at the Fort becomes an interest to the Comanches, he is indifferent to them 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant 2005, 145). However, after Dunbar gains social status, he is 
immediately treated differently by the Comanches. Host receptivity can be understood 
as being tied to social status.  
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When the tribe is going hunting, Dunbar observes how people treat him differently from 
how they used to. He gets to see a whole new side of the people. At first they appeared 
as stoic and guarded towards Dunbar. After Dunbar’s role in bringing them the vital 
information about the buffalo, the white soldier has gained a new social status among 
them. The status is elevated further by his heroic act of saving Smiles A Lot from the 
buffalo. Later on in the novel Dunbar is celebrated as a hero for a second time after he 
leads the successful defense against the Pawnee attack. This event raises him to a leader 
of other Comanches. All these events and a few smaller incidents elevate his status 
among the Comanches and make them more receptive towards him. 
 
Communication and integration are social events. Dunbar could not have made such 
progress in integrating to the tribe without the help of key persons. These can also be 
referred to as opinion leaders (Viitapohja 2011). In the beginning Kicking Bird was the 
key person to note the white man’s presence at the Fort and persuading Ten Bears to 
send a delegation to find out what he was doing there. In their first awkward meetings 
Kicking Birds was “patient and inquisitive” according to Dunbar’s diary entries (p. 
119). Wind In His Hair was ready to judge Dunbar as a crazy man when he did not un-
derstands Dunbar’s demonstration of a buffalo. Despite the frustration they experienced 
not having a common language to speak, Kicking Bird watches the performance until 
they form a mutual understanding that it was the buffalo Dunbar wanted to talk about. 
The support Ten Bears gives to Dunbar in preparing the defense of the village against 
the Pawnee attack is essential for him to be able to cooperate with the other Comanches 
and this leads him to be celebrated as a hero. Furthermore Stands With A Fist also plays 
an important role in mediating between Dunbar and the Comanches. They talk of her as 
“the bridge that passes to another world” (p. 217). 
 
Host conformity pressure is difficult to detect in the novel. The reason is perhaps that 
Dunbar is not very resistant to conforming to the Comanche ways. He is very observant 
to do in Rome as the Romans do when he is with the Comanche. A possible interpreta-
tion of his interaction style is that he has adopted it from Stands With A Fist, who is one 
of the significant others (Lahikainen 2013; Liebkind 1988). Another interpretation is 
that Dunbar does not understand the Comanche conversations in the beginning so he has 
can only be dependent on others to clarify the situation to him. Therefore his interaction 
style comes across as dependent. Possibly his quiet, observing habitus is adopted from 
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Kicking Bird, or Dunbar is acting like that because he is in a strange culture surrounded 
by people he does not know well yet and he needs to study them. It is stated in the nar-
ration that Dunbar was used to observing in life instead of participating, so this can be 
his interaction style already before he met the Comanches. Overall Dunbar is free to 
come and go. Despite having his own tipi in the Comanche village he is not forced to 
stay there and learn about their lifestyle. All the learning Dunbar does voluntarily from 
his own initiative. He is not yet a member of the community, but he often visits them, 
spends much time observing the life in the village and stays overnight. He is living in 
the margin or a space in-between cultures at this point.  
 
Mostly there is an atmosphere of respect and quiet observation in the meetings between 
Dunbar and the Comanche. There is one instance when Dunbar’s logical worldview 
clashes with the Comanche ideas. Dunbar asks to be taken with to fight the Pawnee and 
explains that he is much more experienced as a soldier than many of the younger Co-
manche warriors. Being a Comanche warrior could be defined as a specialized role (Asp 
1993, 78). His request is denied because he is not a Comanche warrior and does not 
know how they fight. Dunbar tries to argue that he will never learn the ways of the Co-
manche warriors if he never gets to participate in fighting. Kicking Bird shows his au-
thority clearly and Dunbar understands that the discussion is over. He has learned the 
norms and his place in the social hierarchy of the community (Ahokas 2013b, 189). 
 
The social hierarchy of the tribe was demonstrated to Dunbar already during his first 
visit to the village as he was taken from one tipi to the other to meet Kicking Bird and 
then Ten Bears. Silently waiting in one tipi to be escorted to another created a sense of 
going to meet very important people. From their appearance and how other Comanches 
interacted with them, Dunbar learned that Ten Bears, Kicking Bird and also Wind In 
His Hair were at the top of the social hierarchy in the tribe. It is not explicitly written in 
the novel, but probably discussions with Stands With A Fist also included explanations 
of who is who and answers to questions that Dunbar had about his observations among 
the tribe. Dunbar himself followed the example of others in how to behave according to 
his own social status and how to show respect to elders and his superiors.  
 
The lack of ethnic group strength (Kim 2001) is one central element that drives Dunbar 
to interact with the Comanche. Moreover, it is not only the lack of ethnic group strength 
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but lack of any other human beings to interact with that makes Dunbar seek contact with 
the Comanches (Ahokas 2013a, 141). There are no other soldiers at the Fort where he 
was posted and no additional troops arrive after weeks and months of waiting. Dunbar is 
the only white man there. There is no connection to other countrymen by other forms of 
communication either. They are in the middle of the prairie, uninhabited by white men. 
The reader is told after three quarters of the novel about Dunbar’s family background; 
his father has died five or six years earlier and the mother years before that. No other 
family members are mentioned. Dunbar has most likely been serving in the army for 
several years and that seems to be the only group he identified with before coming into 
contact with the Comanches. After seeing how the Comanches live, Dunbar respects 
their way of serving each other and sees that as more genuine than what he has experi-
enced in the army. 
 
8.2 Internal conditions 
Among the internal conditions in Kim’s structural model of cross-cultural adaptation 
(2001) there were preparedness for change and ethnic proximity. Looking at Dunbar’s 
readiness for change he is a man apart in the middle of a vast prairie with no family or 
human friends. His readiness for change is quite remarkable once he is assured that the 
Comanche culture is worth getting to know better and integrating into. That is, after his 
interaction motives have been confirmed (Asp 1993, 77). He begins changing his way 
of dressing even before he is committed to become a Comanche and that often surprises 
himself too. He often wonders if it is appropriate for a white soldier to wear an Indian 
breast plate, for instance.  
 
Ethnic proximity between Dunbar’s own culture and the Comanche culture is very mi-
nor. The two cultures are very different on the outside. The way of life, way of dressing, 
rituals and the way the community is organized is different from Dunbar’s own culture. 
However, the two cultures may be compatible in sharing some values. Dunbar certainly 
finds similarities with the Comanches in the things he personally values, such as being 
with animals, being out in the nature, respecting other people, having deep discussions 
or telling stories and joking.  
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According to the social exchange theory (Asp 1993, 77), Dunbar has good conditions 
for social exchange because of his expertise. He is able to inform the Comanches about 
the game, he is good at riding a horse and shooting, he is also very entertaining when he 
acts out the story of the buffalo hunt, he has got linguistic abilities to acquire the Co-
manche language quickly, presumably he has got information about the U.S. Army 
plans in the Comanche land, which turn out to be a false hope for the Comanches. Fur-
thermore, Dunbar has firearms to offer when it comes to defending the village from the 
Pawnee while the best warriors are away. All in all, Dunbar has a lot to offer to the 
Comanches. This claim is also supported by the fact that Dunbar develops a close rela-
tionship with Kicking Bird and becomes a respected friend to the holy man. 
 
In terms of interaction skills and social ability, Dunbar builds relationships with ani-
mals, the horse and the wolf, already before encountering the Indians. He was said to be 
a skilled rider and a horseman who was able to communicate horses. The first encounter 
between Dunbar and Two Socks, the wolf, takes place at the Fort and Dunbar records it 
in his diary. Living in solitude at the Fort Dunbar does not judge his company but in-
stead appreciates the company of his horse and the occasional visits of the wolf. After 
waiting for the troops for months without any sign of them, Dunbar does not regard it as 
a great loss if the troops never come. He admires the faithfulness that his animal friends 
show towards him and that is more satisfying to him than any human relationship he has 
experienced in his life so far. “Cisco and Two Socks weren’t human, but their unwaver-
ing loyalty was satisfying in ways that human relationships never had been” (p. 153). 
Dunbar’s interaction motives are clear. Loneliness makes him seek social contacts 
(Ahokas 2013a, 141). At this point he is attracted to the Indians and recognizes that 
there is something he can learn from them (Asp 1993, 77).  
 
Following Livermore’s (2009) ideas on cultural intelligence, Dunbar does use all the 
four areas indicated in the cultural intelligence map in his interaction with the 
Comanches. The cognitive side is present because references are made in the novel to 
how Dunbar has read about the Comanche being nicknamed as the “lords of the plains” 
and how he suspected the words the Indians spoke on their first visit to be Comanche 
language. Dunbar clearly had some prior knowledge of Indian cultures. Moreover, he 
was interested in seeing the frontier. He might have done a lot of reading and dreaming 
about life at the frontier. The metacognitive side is indicated in his observations and 
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diary entries. He is aware of cultural differences and does not assume similarity between 
himself and the Comanches. From the beginning he tries to read and interpret the behav-
ior and gestures of Kicking Bird and his delegation during their visit at the Fort. Dunbar 
writes long descriptions about the characters of Kicking Bird and Wind In His Hair 
even before he knows their names or understands their language. He intuitively catego-
rizes them socially as “the quiet one” and “the fierce one” in his diary (Ahokas 2013b, 
228). 
 
The motivational side is reflected in Dunbar’s willingness to learn the Comanche lan-
guage and other skills related to communal responsibilities. Dunbar’s language learning 
is described in the following way: “He was like a good runner who falls every third 
stride, but he kept hacking at the morass of the new language, and by sheer force of will 
he made remarkable progress.”(p. 244). The process of learning the language was not 
described as easy or smooth, but Dunbar wanted to gain social recognition from the 
tribe members and wanted to be at ease communicating with Kicking Bird who could 
share so much more of the Comanche wisdom than Dunbar was able to understand or 
ask about in the Comanche language. Without learning the language himself he would 
have been forced to use an interpreter or remain indifferent, which were not desirable 
options for him. 
 
The behavioral side of the cultural intelligence concept is exhibited in the way Dunbar 
begins participating in communal responsibilities in the village, how he follows cultural 
customs related to courting and getting married, how he takes on the challenge of relat-
ing the story of shooting the buffalo on the prairie to the curious Comanches by the 
evening fires while he does not yet know the language, or how he participates in ex-
changing goods even though the situations take him by surprise. 
 
8.3 Developing cultural awareness 
Dunbar, through his task as a military officer to gather information, makes observations 
of his surroundings and records them in his diary. At the same time the ability to ob-
serve and write them down functions as a tool to practice and develop cultural aware-
ness or cultural intelligence in Livermore’s (2009) terms. Dunbar jots down observa-
tions of the characters of his horse, the wolf as well as the Comanches who pay him 
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visits at the Fort. Dunbar has also done reading about the frontier and the Indians most 
likely because he remembers the nickname “lords of the plains” given to the Comanches 
which he had read somewhere. There is no evidence of how much cultural literature he 
has consumed, but he shows to be very aware of cultural differences and does not haste 
to interpret the behavior of the Comanches according to his own cultural norms. Instead 
he observes for more clues to interpret the meaning of their behavior and the cultural 
symbols they carry. 
 
By learning the Comanche language Dunbar does one of the best things he can do to 
develop his cultural intelligence and to further his cultural integration (Berger & 
Luckmann 2009, 152). As language and cognition are bound together, a person needs to 
know the language of another in order to understand how the other organizes his 
thoughts (the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, see e.g. Yule 2003, 247). Through learning the 
language Dunbar is also able to learn and understand Comanche songs which also carry 
important cultural knowledge (Samovar et al. 2013, 45). From a social perspective he 
also gains a wider network of people to talk to and earns the respect of many by learn-
ing the language. From a cognitive perspective Dunbar could not have learned the wis-
dom of the Comanche unless he was able to converse effectively with Kicking Bird, 
Ten Bears and Stone Calf. The process of language learning also helped to build a spe-
cial bond between Dunbar and his wife-to-be as they spent much time together during 
language lessons. 
 
Through participating in cultural rituals such as dancing around the fire before the buf-
falo hunt, eating the raw buffalo liver cut out fresh from the slain buffalo on the prairie, 
celebrating the successful buffalo hunt and telling stories of the buffalo hunt are all 
events where Dunbar was rather open-mindedly walking into something previously un-
known and unexpected. He followed his Comanche friends’ example and learned by 
doing. All these experiences strengthened his feeling of belonging with the tribe and 







9 NEGOTIATING, IDENTIFYING, DISCUSSING, LEARNING 
 
The Comanche are an ethnic group distinct from the white Americans, but membership 
in the community, tribe, is not based on kinship since they already have an adopted 
white daughter, Stands With A Fist, and later Dunbar also becomes integrated into the 
community. The two groups are also distinct from each other based on language, reli-
gion, housing, livelihood, clothing and their relationship to the environment, game and 
land. They are hunters and gatherers living in tipis that can be quickly raised and gath-
ered up, they roam the prairies with the mandate passed on from their forefathers. The 
whites believe in owning land, buying and selling, and having a piece of paper as a doc-
ument to prove their ownership of the land. The Indians could not write and had no 
documents, they knew where the different tribes’ hunting lands were and mostly re-
spected those boundaries. 
 
Despite having different cultural backgrounds and ways of understanding the world, 
John Dunbar also finds common ground with the Comanche on a universal level of hu-
man nature (see Figure 3., chapter 4.1). He appreciates their company, they even laugh 
together, even though Dunbar is not sure whether the Indians are laughing at him or 
with him. “Perhaps I had been insulted, but their good humor was such that I was 
swept up in the contagion of it”, Dunbar writes in his diary about the first visit the Co-
manche delegation made to him at the Fort (p. 126). Human beings are social, they have 
a need for social contacts (Ahokas 2013a, 141) and need others to know who they are 
themselves through mirroring (Lahikainen 2013). For educational purposes it is good to 
recognize that cultural differences and lacking a common languages do not need to re-
main as a barrier for communication when the motivational factors are strong enough to 
knock those barriers down. 
 
9.1 On cultural identity transformation 
From the start the common interaction motive between Dunbar and the Comanches was 
diplomacy (Asp 1993, 77). Dunbar was serving the U.S. Army, negotiating with the 
“wild Indians” and learning about their future ambitions. Kicking Bird first met Dunbar 
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naked at the fort when Dunbar’s bathing was interrupted by an Indian trying to steal his 
horse. The Comanche delegation then rode to the Fort to find out whether this shining 
white man was a god or a person. Seeing Dunbar dressed they learned he was not a god 
but an army officer. For a long time Kicking Bird assumed Dunbar was very high in 
rank and had a lot of information about the army and their plans because he came to the 
Fort alone. By the time they learned to communicate with each other, Kicking Bird had 
to face the disappointment that they had formed a close relationship with a white soldier 
who had no valuable information to share with the Comanches about the plans the army 
had. The only thing Dunbar could tell Kicking Bird was that a lot of white men were 
coming to the Comanche land sooner or later.   
 
Interacting closely with the Comanche Indians and participating in their daily routines, 
John Dunbar discovers that performing daily routines is not so difficult. Dunbar is ob-
servant and eager to learn, and after the initial stage of being reserved the Comanches 
are very receptive and happy for the white soldier who wants to learn their ways. The 
challenge comes with the challenged identity and new identity search (Lustig & Koester 
2006; Kim 2001). Coming into terms with role expectations is a particular pain for 
Dunbar, because he has his military duty to take care of. He is having a major role con-
flict between being a white army officer and an Indian, which seem incurably incompat-
ible (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 178; Asp 1993, 78). However, with the absence of the 
army the idea of conscientiously serving the army alone in the prairie begins to seem 
pointless. Dunbar was posted to the fort but there was never any army officer to report 
to. According to the records, Dunbar is still serving the U.S. Army. He has not been 
officially released from duty. This is the reason why the army troops capture Dunbar at 
the end of the novel and accuse him of treason. The past he wanted to leave behind 
came to haunt Dunbar. The barrier to Dunbar’s cultural identity transformation and in-
tegration to a new culture was claimed to be a professional one. His professional duty as 
an army officer was to serve his country and not to elope to the enemy camp.  
 
The role of a soldier is depicted as a very restrictive one (Asp 1993, 78). It was not un-
heard of for a white person to become a Comanche, but in Dunbar’s case he was a sol-
dier. The cultural transformation was different for him compared to that of Stands With 
A Fist. She was just a girl whose family had been killed by the Pawnee when she came 
to stay with the Comanches, she did not have any professional role to negotiate her new 
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identity with, neither had she so many other roles at that time compared to her in the 
novel as an adult. If only Dunbar was not a military officer, how would his integration 
process have been different? Certainly the restrictiveness of his professional role is at 
the centre of his identity struggle. 
 
At one point Dunbar felt he had done a great favor to the army by making contact with 
the Comanches, which he also knows was a unique event. His efforts to acquire infor-
mation about the Comanches were completely disregarded when he finally met other 
representatives of the U.S. Army. Would they have listened to Dunbar about what he 
could have shared about the people of the prairies if Dunbar was dressed in a military 
uniform? Displaying the cultural symbols of the Indians, wearing Indian clothes, 
seemed like a red flag to the army officers. The negative prejudices dominated their first 
and final impression (Salo-Lee 1996). They immediately captured Dunbar and treated 
him as a prisoner instead of an officer who had been gathering information about the 
native peoples. Dunbar’s appearance spoke for itself and the officers would not listen to 
any explanations. The cultural boundary between being white or an Indian was brutally 
sharp from their perspective. There was no grey area in between.  
 
The novel presents the white soldiers being much more ethnocentric than their Coman-
che counterparts. The Comanche received Dunbar and were willing to negotiate with 
him. They did not imprison him or shoot him at sight. They appeared to be much more 
civilized in their manners than the white soldiers (cf. Ebert 1990). The historical truth 
value may not be as black and white as presented in the novel, but certainly the carica-
tures of the whites and the Indians give much to think about and to re-evaluate historical 
events.   
 
Despite the unfavorable ending from Dunbar’s perspective, the contact between Dunbar 
and the Comanche has great educational value. It is an exemplary case of a cross-
cultural meeting where the representatives of two different cultures truly interact, move 
past their ignorance, learn about each other and develop a friendship trough their com-
munication. Even though the U.S. Army considered the Indians as their enemies, it need 
not be the case on the individual level between Dunbar and the Comanches he meets.   
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Dunbar’s identity is first swaying from side to side when he makes contact with the In-
dians and realizes they have something to offer that Dunbar has never experienced be-
fore. There is a certain attraction towards the Indians that functions as an additional in-
teraction motive besides diplomacy for Dunbar (Asp 1993, 77). Some days he feels 
more like an Indian than a white man (p. 212). When Dunbar begins feeling at home in 
the Comanche community, he still regularly stops to wonder whether it is appropriate 
for him as a white soldier to feel that. The conflict of roles and expectations is evident 
in his identity search (Ibid., 78). The final assurance for his feelings of belonging is giv-
en by Stands with a Fist, the woman who shares the same experience with Dunbar of 
living with the Comanche as a person with white American background. This link is 
also the key to their love relationship. They see themselves in each other and feel they 
can become one. 
 
The first pieces of Indian attire he begins wearing unplanned. The Comanche are inter-
ested in having his Lieutenant’s hat and jacket and so he trades them for a knife and a 
breast plate. At first the breast plate is wrapped away at the Fort but when Dunbar be-
gins missing the company of his new friends, he puts on the breast plate and soon grows 
to love it. Later he plans to give up his pants and boots for practical reasons and change 
them for leggings and moccasins, but again he questions whether it is appropriate for a 
white soldier to look like that. On the one hand he feels good wearing the clothes, being 
with the Indians and sleeping in a tipi, but on the other hand his former cultural identity 
is making him question what is right. He recognizes that the clothes make him look like 
a Comanche but the identity search is still going on inside. He needs to make the outer 
and inner realities fit together (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 180). 
 
When Dunbar has found peace inside and identifies himself as a Comanche, he still 
lacks the recognition of the tribe of the fact. The concept of cultural identity does not 
only imply the individual’s feeling of belonging to a group but also implies that the in-
dividual is also recognized by the cultural community, that is, the individual has a 
membership in that culture (Lustig & Koester 2006). Dunbar’s membership in the Co-
manche culture was denied when he asked to join the war against the Pawnee. The Co-
manche were very receptive towards Dunbar, welcomed him into their village and even 
made a tipi for him. Yet, it was not in their ways to rush into things. Dunbar, in Kicking 
Bird’s opinion, was rushing to become a Comanche warrior. Instead of taking things 
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slow, Dunbar decides to fully immerse himself into the Comanche life and learn as 
much as he can while Kicking Bird is away. Dunbar clearly does not think that culture 
is inherited but it is acquired through practice and he makes a conscious attempt to earn 
membership in the Comanche culture. The wedding is a rite of passage for Dunbar not 
only into life as a husband but as a “Comanche husband”, as the holy man says in his 
speech officiating the marriage. The marriage marks Dunbar’s acceptance to be a Co-
manche.  
 
Dunbar was not the first white person to be integrated into the Comanche tribe. Stands 
With A Fist preceded him in transforming from an outsider to an insider. She also pre-
ceded Dunbar in being the first white person to marry a Comanche. Although her mem-
bership in the tribe was already established, the fact remained that she is white. When 
people heard of the marriage intentions between Dunbar and Stands With A Fist, the 
fact was brought up again. There is no problem, after all, they are both WHITE. This is 
just to show how people are humane. The identity acquired in primary socialization 
supported by features such as skin colour are difficult to forget even if a new cultural 
identity comes to replace the first one (Berger & Luckmann 2009, 178). Some ladies in 
the tribe had resisted Stands With A Fist when she married her first husband, a born and 
bred Comanche. Stands With A Fist had to earn her place as a respected Comanche 
wife. Acceptance from the community may not come immediately. Considering the 
time frame which in Dunbar’s case extended for only a few months, is it any wonder 
that Kicking Bird thought he was rushing to become a Comanche warrior? 
 
Despite the ideal result of the interaction between Dunbar and the Comanche their con-
tact and the development of the relationship was not premeditated. Mutual motivation 
for cross-cultural communication in the beginning was diplomacy. They wanted to 
know what was going on in the enemy camp, how many they were, how they were 
equipped to fight, what were their future plans. During their diplomatic negotiations the 
parties became closer together and the relationship turned into a personal one. This de-
velopment was assisted by the fact that Lieutenant Dunbar was left alone in the fort. 
Waiting for more troops to arrive, Dunbar became lonely and began to seek the compa-
ny of his newly made friends more and more often. Starting to learn the Comanche lan-
guage was also for diplomatic purposes since the Indians did not understand English. In 
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the process Dunbar developed a love-relationship with his teacher, Stands With A Fist. 
The absence of the army and the growing interest towards the Indians gave him the mo-
tivation to fully concentrate on learning their language and ways. By the time the troops 
arrive at the fort, Dunbar has already integrated into the tribe and decided to begin a 
new life among them.  
 
After Dunbar’s suicide attempt, the time he spent with the Comanche could be viewed 
as a therapeutic experience following Durkheim’s theory on suicide and how to prevent 
them. The Comanches were a ritualized group with high social density. According to 
Durkheim, spending time in a group like this that focuses on the group instead of the 
individual is the best way to prevent suicides (Collins 1994, 184). Considering the des-
peration before coming to the Fort added with the loneliness Dunbar experiences at the 
Fort, he had to be particularly receptive to the company offered by the Comanche. The 
social reality at the abandoned Fort played a decisive role in Dunbar getting so drawn to 
the Comanches. Perhaps Dunbar’s example also tells us that it is easier for an individu-
al, who comes to a new culture alone, to integrate into that culture. If Dunbar had come 
to the Fort and found it inhabited by soldiers, would he have been free to develop peace-
ful relations with the Comanches? Or if Dunbar had come to the prairie with his family, 
would he have missed the company of “the others” as much as he did now? Would he 
have felt the need to integrate into a new culture, if he had had his family to support him 
with ethnic social communication (Kim 2001)?  
 
Previously I wrote that the result of the interaction between Dunbar and the Comanche 
was ideal. This refers to the outcome of the process that began with people who did not 
share any system of meanings (Hall 2003), who were strangers and possible enemies to 
one another. The development that was made in cultural integration and finding unity, a 
sense of belonging to the same, can be seen as a positive result. However, Erkki Jokinen 
(2011) presents a conflicting view of the outcome of the story. He does not stop at the 
cultural identity achievement (Lustig & Koester 2006) but looks at the very end of the 
story where Dunbar is forced to become an outlaw, leave his newly acquired home, 
friends and relatives, and spend his life fleeing from the white men. From this perspec-
tive the story is not an encouraging example of immigration and social integration.  
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Moreover, Dunbar’s case is a rather one-sided integration process (Alitolppa-Niitamo 
1993, 33). Some Comanches begin wearing pieces of Dunbar’s clothing and learn to 
shoot with firearms, but the evidence does not point to any other change in the Coman-
che culture upon Dunbar’s cultural integration. Unless the open membership is merited 
to Stands With A Fist and Dunbar’s effect on the Comanche culture, there is not a great 
change in the culture. Only the outsiders change in order to conform to the community. 
 
A double cultural identity is not in the range of possibilities from the viewpoint of the 
army officers. They treat Dunbar as a traitor. A double-identity is also a threat for the 
Comanche. Dunbar is received first as a white soldier, a representative of the U.S. Ar-
my. He gradually wins the Comanche empathies as he genuinely makes an effort to be-
come a Comanche. Although it is possible to become a Comanche without being born 
one, the past identity is seen as a threat. When Kicking Bird hears Stands With A Fist 
speak English and sees that some hidden part of her comes alive, he interprets it as the 
“white blood” flowing in her and he interrupts the learning session. Despite the host 
receptivity towards outsiders, even the Comanche have an either-or-view on cultural 
identities. Do we accept people to have multiple cultural identities? Or is an American 
who has lived in Finland for twenty years still an American even if he feels more like a 
Finn? Somehow I sense there is a common understanding of culture that speaks for in-
herited culture rather than acquired culture. 
 
9.2 On cultural learning and reflection 
In a good story there is always also a symbolic dimension whereby the readers or the 
audience can reflect on the story and compare their own choices to those made by the 
characters in the story. (Hiltunen 1999, 204.) Therefore films and novels about cultural 
diversity can function as valuable sources of studying about culture, becoming more 
culturally aware, and understanding different cultural backgrounds and norms affecting 
people’s choices. 
 
”The Finnish flag is a mixture of east and west: the colors come 
from the Czar’s sailing flag and the cross from the west. The lion of 
Finland comes from Sweden, and the messenger of Christianity to 
Finland was the English bishop Henry. The Finnish national anthem 
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is composed by a German-born Pacius and the all time favorite kar-
aoke song “Olen suomalainen” (I am a Finn) is a translation of an 
Italian song. Ice hockey comes from Canada and coffee is also im-
ported from abroad. What then is genuinely Finnish? The question 
applies also to people: Why is one thought to belong to the Finnish 
people and another one is not? Who in the end is that “ordinary” 
Finnish person?” (Jyrkiäinen et al. 2012, 74.) 
 
 
The story of Dunbar and the Comanche sets a Finnish reader to mirror our own host 
receptiveness (Kim 2001) against that of the Comanches. The above quote shows how 
Finnish culture is also commonly thought of as being original and pure. However it has 
incorporated a mixture of foreign influences into it throughout history. Still not all peo-
ple identifying themselves as Finns are aware of this and immigrants face even physical 
racist attacks from Finns who do not want to welcome foreigners in Finland. Racism is 
a xenophobic phenomena lacking scientific and moral validity. It is a challenge for edu-
cators to make every student understand this. Cross-cultural education should not be 
preoccupied by only weeding out prejudices and racism. The task of global education is 
to open students’ eyes to see different realities (Kivistö, ed. 2010, 8). 
 
Dunbar shows with his example that cross-cultural integration is most efficient in total 
immersion (Maude 2011; Hofstede & Hofstede 2005) and participating in rituals and 
practices even before understanding their cultural meanings (Livermore 2009). His ap-
proach to cross-cultural integration is learning by doing. In my opinion we are better at 
introducing the Finnish culture to short-term visitors from abroad, such as business 
guests, exchange students or family friends. They are introduced to sauna and ice-
fishing, to Carelian pastries and egg butter. But do we have any programs organized for 
people with long-term plans of staying in Finland? Or perhaps the problem is in the 
programmed way of introducing the culture. We organize tours and exhibitions for for-
eigners in order to give them an introduction of our culture and then we leave them on 
their own to find out how to survive in Finland. The cultural understanding of the need 
for personal space may apply here.  
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The optimal level of social contacts (Ahokas 2013a, 141) for many Finnish people is 
probably lower than for people coming from collectivist societies (Hofstede & Hofstede 
2005, 78). For instance, the respect Finnish people may want to show to their foreign 
friends by giving them time to be by themselves, can be interpreted as lack of interest 
towards them.  The Comanches did not organize the buffalo hunt for Dunbar’s sake so 
that he could see how they hunt buffalo. He was invited to join the event that the entire 
tribe would participate in to get food and materials for clothing. In Finland, we tend to 
focus on specialties instead of daily cultural events, practices and cuisine when we want 
to introduce our culture to a foreigner. The Comanche did not organize any orientation 
program for Dunbar. They became friends with him and welcomed him to join them in 
their daily routines and through observing and participating Dunbar learned their cul-
ture. 
 
9.3 Questions for discussion raised by the study 
1. How do we welcome people to our communities? What do we require of someone 
before we allow them to share our reality? 
2. Must a person know the Finnish language in order for him/her to be one of us? 
3. Is it easier for an immigrant who has a Finnish spouse to pass as a Finn? Or if s/he 
raises the children according to the Finnish culture (i.e. when in Rome, do as the Ro-
mans do, instead raising the children to follow cultural practices which differ greatly or 
conflict with the Finnish cultural values)? 
4. Does an immigrant need to have skills that are valued by us before we notice them? 
5. Do we recognize multiple cultural identities in our society? 
 
If Lieutenant Dunbar had not brought the message about the buffalo herd he had seen in 
the night, if he could not ride nor shoot, would he then have made so much progress in 
his relationship with the Indians? If he wasn’t interested not to mention talented in 
learning their language, if he wasn’t so attentive in listening to the holy man’s stories 
and willing to learn about the wisdom of the tribe, would he ever have succeeded in 
becoming one of them? The significance of social ability and the attractiveness of Dun-
bar to the Comanches and vice versa is an undeniable fact in contributing to the cross-
cultural dialogue and cultural integration in the novel (Asp 1993, 77). 
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9.4 On the message of the novel 
There is no definite way of deducing from any fictional text what the author’s intended 
meaning or intended message of the novel is (Montgomery et al. 2000, 9). However, the 
evidence points to Dunbar’s cultural identity transformation as the main event in the 
novel. The trailer of the film adaptation of Dances With Wolves explicitly states: “a 
man went looking for America and found himself” (Dances With Wolves 1990, HQ 
trailer, YouTube). It is a story about a journey in both concrete and metaphoric senses. 
The novel could be classified as a bildungsroman or a developmental novel that follows 
the development of one person usually from childhood to adulthood (Koivunen et al. 
eds. 1991, 133), even though the story follows the transformation in the life of an adult 
during a short timespan. This genre is particularly fruitful to study because a reader’s 
task is to analyze the development of the character and find the lessons that the charac-
ter learned. An observant reader will inevitably reflect on the learning points and com-
pare them to his/her own development. Studying a novel like Dances With Wolves is a 
productive way of connecting literature studies with cultural studies and in this way 
global education could easily be integrated into a tight curriculum without creating an 
additional subject or stealing time from existing subjects in the curriculum. 
 
Historically the story can be seen as a show of support to Native Americans and critique 
to the American civilization that destroyed the Native American cultures. As Ebert 
(1990, Online) writes, the story is a reinterpretation of history that introduces and op-
tional way for the American civilization to interact with Native Americans without prej-
udice and recognizing them as equal counterparts. If everyone in the 19
th
 century U.S.A 
had been truly civilized like John J. Dunbar, where would the Native American tribes be 
today? This is not only a story written to remember the devastating decline of the Native 
American cultures but also a good reminder for every nation to reflect on the treatment 
of ethnic minorities. In addition to cross-cultural communication, the story can also be 
used in reference to education on human rights. 
 
The process of writing this thesis has lifted up several suggestions for further studies. 
The narratives of the Comanches would be an interesting topic to study. The way Stands 
With A First organizes her understanding and explains the death of her husband by a 
narrative where he had to go away and make way for John Dunbar who was coming 
after him, is a prime example of connecting the past and the present into a coherent nar-
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rative (Lahikainen 2013, 137; Berger & Luckmann 2009, 180). Futhermore, the differ-
ent interpretations that the Comanche and Dunbar make of their interaction could pro-
duce an interesting comparative study of these two cultures. When Kicking Bird first 
sees Dunbar, he does not know whether it is a ghost or a god. Finally he decides Dunbar 
is a human being. When Dunbar first sees Kicking Bird, there is no question whether he 
is a human being. What Dunbar gives attention to is the exotic and mighty looking attire 
Kicking Bird is wearing. Of course, Dunbar has read about Indians before the first en-
counter. 
 
Another fruitful topic to study through this novel would be the conceptualization of 
place in the Comanche culture. Also the buffalo as a cultural symbol could produce a 
whole thesis on its own. This topic could be supported with an anthropological ap-
proach instead of studying the novel as merely a work of fiction. These perspectives 
could reveal something new about the culture and would offer points to compare in our 
own cultures. Furthermore, to support global education, practical guides on discussing 
and handling the novel could be developed. The general perspective of this thesis to 
look at the overall cultural identity transformation process did not do justice to the rich 
array of cultural topics embedded in the novel. However, the perspective in this thesis 
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